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Prologue

Spoiler: The prologue recaps many (but definitely not all) of the events from
Rogue Magician
to catch up new readers and refresh fans of the first book.

 


 


 


Dearest Mother,

I am not sure how to begin this letter knowing what I must tell you, but unsure of how to say it or even where to begin. Maybe I should start four years ago when we lived in Colum. Looking back everything seemed so much simpler then. I was seventeen years old and about to set out on my own as a journeyman courier. Along with Father, we lived an uncomplicated life as a happy family.

That all changed when we found the priest, Sane, standing outside our back window in a trance. He asked me to make a delivery for him and gave me his grimoire, a magical spellbook used for recording complicated magical spells and as a conduit for spell casting. I took the book where he told me and was attacked by an enraged ogre for my efforts, but with the help of Kellen, Colum’s knight-captain and most revered warrior, was able to defeat the beast… rather, I should say that
he
defeated it with my help.

It was during that battle that my talent with magic became revealed not only to myself, but to Sane as well; who was not truly a priest, but a powerful sorcerer in disguise. What may seem to some as a great realization of power and freedom in other parts of the world where magicians rule was anything but that in Aurelia. As a magician, I was now subject to the kingdom’s laws on magic and forced to live in a domain with others like me. I would have been unable to see you, Father, or anyone else I cared for again, but Sane offered me a way out. He made me his apprentice in part out of gratitude for my help with the ogre, but also because he blamed himself for awakening the magic in me that had been dormant for so long. In time my magic would have manifested on its own, so Sane’s offer was really a blessing although it did not seem that way at the time.

Left with no other choice, I accepted Sane’s offer and began helping him track down the magician who had set the ogre loose on Colum in the first place. Kellen, Father, a pair of Kenzai warriors, and of course, the elf ranger and your eventual teacher, Sari, joined us.

Our group traveled to the ogre’s cavern, but along the way we saw an amazing and frightful sight. A horde of ogres large enough to wreck the city was on its way to Colum. However, at the same time we spotted the magician responsible for rousing them off in the distance, riding towards Baj Prison. Unsure of which threat to deal with our group split in two. Kellen, Father, and myself rode ahead of the advancing ogres to warn the city guard. Sane, Sari, and the Kenzai warriors rode to face the magician.

We reached Colum not long before the ogres, but long enough to get the city guardsmen mobilized. Father and I meant to split up. I was to join you and ensure your safety while Father joined the city militia, but fate had other plans for us. The fighting with the ogres had already reached the city and we found ourselves pulled into the fight. For the second time that day, I was nearly killed by an ogre and after the skirmish Father took me to the temple of Ashura for healing, but the temple was overburdened with the injured and dying who were overflowing into the streets.

There was fighting all around the city and eventually one of the beasts attacked the temple grounds. There was no one there capable of defending the priests and the wounded and for the first time I was standing against an ogre alone. I was hurt and facing death when something deep inside of me came bursting forth- a magical spark that flashed into a raging fire inside of me. I threw balls of flame at the ogre one after another until the beast lied dead at my feet, but in my fury I did not realize the destruction I wrought on those around me. I have replayed that moment over and over countless times, wondering if I, or even Sane, could have done something differently to prevent that tragedy, but in the end it does not matter. The past cannot be changed no matter how much we may wish it were so.

I fainted from exhaustion and awoke in another place, a place of beauty. I hesitate writing this next part, because I know that it will sound crazy, but I swear it is the truth. I have never told anyone this, but when I next awoke I was in a place of serene beauty and before me stood our most revered goddess, Ashura- the goddess of life. Her beauty was beyond compare and I was drawn to her to a like moth is drawn to a flame, but she was much less taken with me fore she sought to end my life with her twin sister and the goddess of death, Kassani’s, help.

It is not well known among the common people, but there is an essence found within the very life-blood of every living creature in the world. Magicians can access this essence and use it to power their spells when they do not have a magical device like a staff or grimoire to channel their own internal power. I unknowingly killed nine people at the temple that night by draining the blood source of magic from their body. Among them was Father. I am sorry that I could never tell you this in person. My fear that you would hate me held my tongue these last few weeks since we were reunited.

The spirits of those I killed stood before me to pass judgment. In my grief and guilt, I offered to go with them willingly, but it was Father that argued my defense and convinced the other spirits to spare me. He was successful, but I did not pass their judgment unscathed. Ashura cursed me and swore Kassani to take my soul if I ever took another life even that of an animal or monster. At the time, it seemed a fitting punishment, but in the years since then it has been a difficult rule to live by.

When next I awoke I was back in our world. My body had been moved to the magician prison, Baj, and I learned that I was to stay there for the next nine years at which time I would be allowed to serve the kingdom alongside Sane. For his part, Sane spoke to the king on my behalf and was allowed to train me in the prison so that I would be a capable magician when I was released. For much of my time in prison, I hated Sane and blamed him for all of my troubles, but as the long hours passed in my cell I began to realize that my mistakes were my own even if he was the one who started me on my path and for his part Sane was trying to set things right between us.

Sane was a knowledgeable and kind mentor during that time, but he was not my only ally in Baj. My cellmates, or clustermates might be a better term considering the layout of the prison cells, who included the only grandmaster magician I have ever met and possibly the only one living today, Xander Necros, also taught me the ways of magic including more advanced techniques that helped me improve quickly during my sessions with Sane.

A year passed when I happened upon a way to escape the prison. I stole one of Sane’s traveling runes and using manipulation magic, taught to me by another prisoner, transported halfway across the kingdom ending up in Ilipse, a domain for magicians where they could live without magic. Ilipse was a nice place compared to Baj, but it was still a prison and knowing that it would not take long for Sane to find me; I had to escape. Above all else, Sane was the king’s man and it would be his duty to track me down regardless of his personal feelings. Through trickery rather than magic I was able to get free of Ilipse mere hours before Sane and Kellen arrived in search of me.

From there I traveled to a hidden magician refuge where I lived in relative safety and learned how to better master my powers for the next three years. During that time, I became close friends with the others who lived there and they became like a second family to me. I wish I could tell you more about them. They are very important people to me, but if someone else were to read this letter, then my friends would be placed in unnecessary danger. We lived in constant wariness of being discovered, but it was as peaceful a life as I could have hoped for as a rogue magician.

Then one night I had a vision. It was of you being killed by Mantellus Firekin. As you know, Mantellus was also one of my cellmates in Baj and to this day I still do not know how he managed to escape. This part of my story you know. While I was learning to master magic, you were learning the ways of the ranger under Sari and becoming a master in your own right. The two of you were investigating the disappearance of Lady Tian Nightwind, daughter of Warlord Ethiel Nightwind, and you were captured and tortured by Mantellus. In my vision, I learned where you were taken and using a borrowed transportation rune came to the capital city, Mollifas, to rescue you.

Mantellus was a dangerous man to the weaker people he liked to prey upon, but he proved to be little trouble to defeat thanks to all my training and we took him to the king’s castle so that he could be put under the custody of the Kenzai who could effectively prevent him from using magic and return him to Baj. What happened next was completely unexpected and I still cannot fathom their reasoning. King Kale and Warlord Nightwind were so appreciative that they ignored my past and made us both nobles under the warlord’s command.

We came to Everec to serve Warlord Nightwind and find out why the orcs of the Dread Marsh have been raiding his southern mountain territories, but my friends at the magician school were dealing with a more immediate threat. This morning my sprite-friend, Lauralee, came to me and told me what has transpired at the school since I left them. Even as I write this, my friends are under attack by a large force of Kenzai assassins and they need my help. By the time you read this I will be gone and I may not survive the encounter. Kenzai are dangerous to magicians and can drain the magic from our bodies as well as weaken our spells. I expect that if I do not kill any of them in order to avoid the goddess’ curse, there will still be many among their number willing to take my life. Either way the end result will be the same for me.

If I never see you again, then I want you to know that I love you and do not wish to go, but this is something that I must do. I cannot ignore the plight of my friends and live with myself knowing there was something I could have done to help them. I hope you can forgive me for leaving like this, but do not know if I could go if I had to tell you all of this face to face.

 


Love Always,

Byrn
  

Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Sari took a swig of the house wine as she waited. For an elf of over sixty years of age, she was remarkably impatient. She flexed her leg muscles as she sat on the large boulder to keep her limbs from getting stiff or falling asleep.

The sky was a serene blue with barely a cloud to be seen. From her vantage point Sari could see the undisturbed splendor of the mountains for miles. Somewhere a bird chirped and the thought of the little winged creature flapping happily made her smile. “Free as a bird,” she said to no one. The picturesque scene lied out before her could not have been more peaceful. So why did she feel so uneasy sitting there alone? Sari took another swig of the wine.

Thoughts of running through the woods beyond Mollifas crept into her mind. It had not been so long ago since the last time she had hunted big game, a wolf pack that had been terrorizing chickens and their owners in some farmland a few days travel to the north, but she was already beginning to feel uneasy in the manor house since returning. Sari was raised in the Red Tree Forest with her brother-and-sister-elves, but she did not mind the cities and enjoyed the company of humans that possessed a strange dichotomy of being closed off from nature and its gifts, but possessing spirits freer than any elf she had known. Still this waiting for something to happen, waiting for word of the orcs, was maddening. Sari took another drink and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.

“Are you planning to save any of that for the rest of us?” asked a jovial voice from behind.

Without turning, Sari answered playfully, “I was hoping to finish before the rest of you returned, Donovan.”

Donovan was a handsome and well-muscled ranger-captain who grew up in the mountains. Sari guessed that he was in his thirties from his appearance. They looked to be about the same age, but since elves tended to live twice as long as humans it meant that the man standing before her was half her age. Donovan took a few running steps and digging his right boot into an indentation in the boulder vaulted himself to the top grasping for a small handhold. Sari almost offered her hand to help him up, but stopped herself. Human men were more sensitive creatures than they appeared and many would consider it a slight to accept aid from a woman. Instead, she flashed a disarming smile at Donovan as he made his way up and sat down beside her unceremoniously. Sari offered him the bottle of wine and he took it wiping sweat from his brow.

“Was there any sign of the orcs?” Sari asked as Donovan put the wine bottle to his lips and partook of the mildly refreshing drink.

He shook his head. “I prefer a nice beer or ale given the option.” He handed the bottle back to the elf before answering her question. “All of the scouts have reported from the west. There have been no sightings of orc raiders in the area. Have you heard from our men to the south and east?”

This time it was Sari that shook her head in the negative. “You were the first to return. I am glad to see you by the way, but I have had an uneasy feeling all morning. It is good that your men are well, but I fear for the others’ safety.”

Donovan did not know what to say to that so he just sat by Sari’s side and scanned the horizon along with her. They passed the wine back and forth for a while until it was empty, and then they simply sat together and watched the horizon in hopes of seeing the scout leaders from the south and east return.

Two weeks ago a messenger bird arrived in Everec warning of a vast orc horde heading toward Silverton. Marian wasted no time in putting the other neighboring mining towns on alert and ordering them to be ready to evacuate to Everec, where she commanded, should the reports turn out to be accurate. Up until now the orcs were only attacking the mining towns in small colonies. It was believed to be the work of small bands, but Marian feared that there was more to these attacks than appeared at first glance.

Few humans had ever had dealings with orcs and as a result did not understand their nature. Two years ago, Sari and Marian found themselves in the southwestern region of the continent investigating some reports of livestock disappearances. It was commonly believed to be the work of bandits as unknown humans had been seen skulking about the outlying farms prior to the disappearances.

Sari and Marian were hired by a local knight-lord to investigate and put a stop to the disappearances. Through circumstances that led them further outside of the human territories the pair ended up in the area called No Man’s Land. No Man’s Land, as the name implied, was a region that humans were not welcomed in and was split between the green-skinned goblins who were short in stature, but long in intelligence and the grey-skinned orcs who were war-like savages living in small communities. It was during this time that they got to know a bit of the orcs’ culture and learned that although the orcs were indeed brutish as people believed they also stuck to a very strict code of honor. Marian believed that the raiding parties were there to serve another purpose. She confided to Sari that she thought the raiders may have only been testing the region’s military might and, finding it lacking, was now becoming increasingly aggressive, but she was unsure to what end they were progressing.

Marian was determined to lead the ranger scouts in their expedition, but her advisers in Everec’s city council were in an uproar fearing that the mission would be too dangerous for their new Commanding Dame to lead the small force required for swift reconnaissance. To appease both sides, Sari volunteered to take the scouts and learn if there was any truth to the claim while Marian oversaw the emergency shelters and food stores for all of the refugees that would be on their way if her hunch was right. For more than a week the scouts headed south towards the Dread Marsh that stood between the orcs and humans searching for any sign of an orc horde. Every day they would search the nearby area and finding no sign of orc raiders moved farther south. They did this twice more and Sari secretly hoped to see Marian Lightfoot coming down the mountain behind her to take charge of the forces so recently placed under her command, but Marian never came. How could she? Sari’s former apprentice traded the freedom of the traveler for the luxuries and responsibilities of the nobility. How boring.

“They should have been back by now,” Sari said, in an admission that was more to herself than a comment to Donovan.

“Do you hear that?” Donovan asked suspiciously. He lied down with his belly flat on the boulder and began eyeing the tree line far below them where the soil was rich enough to grow vegetation in the low-lying areas.

Sari perked up and listened intently. “I do not hear a thing,” she said and looked to Donovan who raised an eyebrow as if the very silence itself was a question. Then the silence bore down on her like a heavy weight and she understood what Donovan meant. The birds were no longer chirping. Something had spooked them.

The elf took a laying position next to Donovan and they watched the tree line below for any sign of passage. Minutes passed without the pair seeing any sign of orcs coming and Sari was about to suggest they go down and investigate when a trio of humans emerged and began making their way toward Sari and Donovan. It was the southern squad leader, a young, but talented tracker by the name of Lechance Swiftstride, known as Chance to his friends. He struck Sari as a charming fellow, but a bit more confident in his abilities than he should have been. The men with him were members of the units under his command for this mission. Only the squad leaders were supposed to report to Sari’s position while their rangers established a perimeter. If some of his men were with him, then something must have gone wrong. Sari resisted the urge to run down the mountainside and compromise her position.

“Reporting in, Captain,” Chance said when he reached Sari with a curt salute born of weariness rather than disrespect. They must have been running non-stop for some time. “We have spotted the orc raiders and they are more than just some bandits trying to exploit poorly protected settlements. There looked to be about four hundred orcs heading our way. Two of my men, Handy and Dagson, fell victim to their advance scouts as we withdrew. They drew the orc scouts away so we could escape unnoticed and deliver this message to you.”

“Handy and Dagson were good lads,” Donovan said sympathetically, “They will be missed.”

“And their sacrifice will not be in vain,” Sari added resolutely. Handy and Dagson were both sixteen years of age, barely old enough to be considered men. For ones so young to perish was truly dispiriting to the elf. She knew that her own people’s long lived nature was often envied by the other high races, because to humans, dwarves, and the other races this seemed like an advantage, but they never saw the sparsely populated lands of Raiden or the Red Tree Forest. They failed to understand that elves did not have children as often as other races and so they felt every premature death of their kinsman especially the young ones that much more deeply. “Chance, take your remaining men and head back to Everec. Tell Lady Lightfoot what you have told me so that she may prepare her men to march to battle. The city’s guards and the militia will be pressed to handle a force of that size and the smaller towns will have no choice except to retreat to Everec, so it will be paramount that she is ready for the refugees that are sure to come to Everec.

“Donovan, return to your men positioned to the west and take them back to Everec as well. I will head east in search of the remaining scouts and will return with them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” both squad leaders answered in near unison. Donovan looked as if he wished to add something, but instead began heading west as commanded.

Chance and his remaining men were about to do the same, but Sari stopped them. “Chance, is it possible that Handy and Dagson could have eluded their pursuers?”

“We did not see them cut down, Captain, but I think it unlikely that they survived,” Chance admitted, “Still they were headed east-”

“Then I will watch for them as I travel east myself,” Sari concluded. The elf worked her way down the mountainside on an eastern path. It was as Marian feared; a small army of orcs was headed towards Everec, but why? If their goal were to raze the mountainside, then the humans would be unable to stop them without reinforcements, but if the orcs marched on Everec, then the city’s military stood a fair chance at victory. Deep down Sari had a feeling gnawing at her that something was very wrong about what was happening.
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“My deepest regrets, sir, but Sir Lightfoot has not been seen in three days,” the house butler apologized profusely. He was a young man with a full head of dark brown hair that made Sane more than a little jealous at his own bald scalp. The butler was dressed in fine clothes that denoted him as living in a more refined environment than the typical commoner, but not so nice as to outshine whatever garments his masters might wear. “No one knows where he has gone. Lady Marian has been beside herself with worry. She has barely left her manor since Byrn’s disappearance. The city’s council has been forced to act on her behalf to answer city concerns and Lady Marian… she acts like a woman in mourning.” The butler wrung his hands nervously and shifted his feet. His head hung low as if he was expecting a beating at the distressing news.

Instead the sorcerer put his hand reassuringly on the butler’s shoulder and told him, “Be calm. You are too young for such heavy worry. If you cannot take me to Byrn Lightfoot, then can you at least take me to see Lady Marian? It is of the utmost importance that I find her son.”

“Very good,” the butler nodded and ventured a slight smile that barely held from lips that were much more accustomed to grimaces, “Please follow me, sir.” The butler led Sane away from Byrn’s tower and across the grounds to the main manor where Marian, Sari, and most of the house servants and guests resided. This man was Byrn’s personal servant assigned to his tower to take care of the mundane tasks involved with the upkeep of his master’s home and as such most likely lived in the tower.

“It must be unnerving working for a magician. How are you holding up?” Sane asked casually as they walked.

The butler looked at Sane’s dark green cloak and his short staff underneath that doubled as a cane. It was clear that he guessed something of Sane’s true nature, but had the good sense not to say anything. “Master Byrn is… distant. He is not unkind or even uncaring, but he is distrustful around most people.”

“He is paranoid?” Sane asked in surprise stopping in his tracks about halfway between the tower and the main house.

“No, sir,” the butler had that worried look on his face again and he began to unconsciously wring his hands once more, “My former master was a paranoid man. He thought that everyone around him was conspiring to take his title, his throne, even his life. Master Byrn is more guarded than truly paranoid. He keeps mostly to himself unless he is visiting with his mother or Lady Sarianna. In the weeks that he has been here, Master Byrn has only ventured into Everec proper twice and then only on official business.”

Sane grinned what he hoped was a friendly grin that would put the butler at ease and gestured that they should continue to the main house. “Byrn has spent most of the last few years hiding away from most of society. In time he will relax his guard and come to think of Everec as home. He may even be the ruler here one day.” That would be something to see- a magician in a seat of power in Aurelia.

The butler led Sane into the house and after asking around found that Lady Marian had not left her room all morning as he had predicted. The sorcerer was impressed by the manor house. It was large for a home belonging to a low ranking noble especially one newly risen from a commoner, but would be well earned if Marian Lightfoot could put an end to the orc skirmishes that were plaguing the mining towns and the surrounding mountain villages.

When they reached the door to Marian’s bed chamber the butler knocked on the door politely. After a few moments passed and there was no answer, he knocked again. “Lady Lightfoot, are you well?” the butler asked cautiously.

“We should check if she is in there,” Sane suggested.

The butler’s eyes grew wide and he shook his head briskly. “Sir, I could never do such a thing! That would be a complete breach of etiquette- not to mention common decency!”

“You may leave and I will investigate,” the sorcerer suggested, “If anyone asks tell them I turned you into a mouse.”

Taking a step back, the butler’s voice quivered as he asked, “You can do that?”

Sane turned from the man without giving an answer and banged on the door. The sound seemed very loud as it bounced off of the walls in the otherwise quiet hall causing the butler to jump back, and no doubt expended a great deal of his bravery reserve to keep himself from running away. Was this man always so high strung or was his fear the result of serving his previous master as he seemed to suggest? Sane banged on the door a second time and the butler made up a reason to scurry off.

“Marian, it is Sane. Can I come in?” There was a faint sound like a gasp, but the Lady made no further noise. “I need to find Byrn… I have grave news.”

The ranger-turned-noblewoman opened the door and Sane could see that her eyes and nose were both red. She had been crying perhaps all morning… perhaps longer than that.

“What is wrong?” Sane asked with concern. They shared a common friend in the elf, Sari, but Sane and Marian were not close and rarely spoke to one another. However, he never did like to see a woman cry.

Marian retreated back to her room and took a letter off her desk. She flung it to Sane and returned to sit on her bed, not caring if he caught it or not. The letter flitted to the floor at the sorcerer’s feet. He picked it up and counseled himself to keep his annoyance at the woman’s rudeness in check. She clearly feared that Byrn had abandoned her, or worse.

“Dearest Mother,” Sane said aloud as he started to read the letter and then continued reading to himself as Marian started to cry again. “This is shocking to say the least…” Sane mumbled halfway through the letter.

“Is it true?” Marian asked. Her voice carried sadness, but was tinged with a small hint of anger. “Did he kill Tannys?”

“Yes, Byrn was responsible for his death; however, it was an accident.”

Marian clenched her fists and pursed her lips. Torn between despair and anger; she was unsure of how to react. “And what about the rest? Byrn wrote that Ashura cursed him. Is that even possible?”

“He never said anything to me about this,” Sane shook his head, “but I have no reason to suspect that he would lie- at least not to you. There have been stories of such a thing happening from time to time throughout history, but I have never known anyone to claim that they were cursed in my lifetime. However, the rest of this,” Sane waved the letter in his hand, “about his friends being attacked. I know that is true and it is already over. I came hear to tell Byrn about the attack on the school, but it seems he was ahead of me. I was about to go there to see the damage for myself and thought he would want to come with me to pay his respects.” Sane absently clutched the letter so that it wrinkled and creased in his grip. “They all died.”

“Byrn…?” Marian could not finish the question.

“I don’t know yet. It never occurred to me that he might have been there. My purpose in coming here was to get him so that he could travel there with me. I knew he would want to be there- to see it for himself.

“When Byrn escaped from Baj he headed south to Lion’s Landing. Maybe it was chance or fate, but whatever the cause he ended up in my estranged sister’s care before long. If what I have been told is true, then she and all of the magicians that she was harboring are now dead and if Byrn was with them-” the sorcerer let the words die on his lips. He pulled out a chair from the desk opposite where Marian sat and fell into it. His relationship with Byrn was easily as strained as that with Avelice, but with the loss of his sister and now Byrn, the sorcerer suddenly felt very alone in the world.

For a time the magician and ranger sat in silence, each grieving their lost family member. Eventually Marian said, “I want to go with you to the site. I need to see Byrn’s body for myself.” Her pride would not allow her to look Sane in the eyes so that he could see the tears that were welling up in hers.

“That is unwise,” Sane told her matter-of-factly, “I will go and report back to you in a few days.”

The ranger-turned-noblewoman suddenly came to life. “You expect me to sit here and wait for you to come back as you please? My son could be dead or he could still be alive, hurt somewhere. If he is dead, then I want to see his body. I need to see it for myself or I won’t believe it.” Marian squeezed her hands into tight fists so that her knuckles were white. “And if he is alive and missing, then I can track him through the forest far better than you.”

Marian’s words made sense, but Sane did not relish the thought of spending so much time with the woman. This was the longest conversation they had ever had together and it was clear from years of avoidance that Marian did not care to be around the man. Nevertheless, Sane found himself agreeing to her demand. “Very well. Get yourself ready.” Sane waved his hand at Marian’s frilly nightgown and for the first time she seemed to be aware of how she was dressed, because her face blushed a deep red color. “We will depart in the hour,” added Sane as he turned his back to her and excused himself from the bedchamber.

 


***

 


It was afternoon when Marian and Sane reached the site of the Lion’s Landing conflict with an entourage of Kenzai hunters who were there to help put the bodies of magician and Kenzai alike to rest. The clearing was in disarray as the after effects of the battle were still everywhere. The trees and undergrowth circling the clearing were a mass of ash and blackened wood. Earth was upturned in long lines throughout the grounds indicating a powerful earth spell or perhaps a series of magical spells considering the level of upheaval. Pools of blood stained the grass and soil in various places where Kenzai or magicians met their end with the largest concentration being just outside the front of the cabin located near the center of the clearing.

Its front door was destroyed with the splintered frame and wall pointing outward indicating a massive explosion or spell from within had occurred as well. Next to the cabin was a mass of dead bodies all laid out in a row where men, women, and children were set out in preparation for the funeral pyre.

“Kassani take them in peace,” Marian whispered. She knelt down before one of them, a young girl of about fifteen or sixteen years, in her ornate leather armor that she had taken to wearing following her appointment as a noblewoman. The girl’s throat was cut and stained a light crimson from the blood that must have been there and dried. Mercifully the girl’s eyes were closed, because Marian did not think she could handle the lifeless stare of one so young.

Beside the girl was an older woman in her sixties that Marian guessed was Sane’s sister, because she was the only one remotely near his age among the dead. Her body seemed unnaturally tense and her face was frozen in a mask of hatred and pain even in death.

“This was my sister,” Sane pointed to the woman confirming Marian’s suspicion, “Her name was Avelice and she was a powerful necromancer. Magic ran strongly through our bloodline although neither of our parents had any magical talent. Avelice was the elder sibling and the first to be revealed as a magician. Fortunately, the Kenzai were not the first ones to make that discovery.”

A cold chill gripped Marian as Sane spoke and his breath could be seen as he continued. “The man who learned her secret was called Xander Necros. He was a necromancer too. He claimed to be a grandmaster, but they died out centuries ago. It did not matter if his claims were true or not, because Avelice loved him and they ran off together. Occasionally I would have visions- dreams of her and Xander living together happily.”

The clouds began to swirl together and join above them. They grew pregnant with rain and the abnormally icy liquid for this time of year fell on her armor and skin. Sane continued, “It was not long after that when the Kenzai came for me. Decades later after I had earned my freedom I ran into them again, but they did not approve of my role as a kingdom sorcerer and we became estranged during that time, but I respected what she was trying to do. She wanted to help other magicians in her own way as I do in mine. That is why she turned this place into a sanctuary for our kind. It became a school for young magicians that had nowhere else to go and needed to be taught how to survive. She did not deserve this. None of these people did.”

More of the ice-cold rain began to fall and Marian absently rubbed her arms in a failing attempt to keep them warm. “And Byrn was one of her students. That is why you thought to bring him here?” she guessed and smiled weakly, trying to put on a brave face in front of the sorcerer. Marian did not see Byrn’s body anywhere, but that did not mean that it would not turn up soon. “Did you know all along?”

“Yes. Avelice came to me not long after Byrn entered her care to ask me to call off my search to which I agreed.”

Marian was quiet for a time as she considered Sane’s role in Byrn’s life and was torn between anger and gratitude. For years the sorcerer knew where Byrn was. He knew her son was safe for all of that time and he said nothing. However, his silence may have saved Byrn’s life during the years that he spent in hiding.

The rain started to fall more heavily and threatened to put out the funeral pyre that the Kenzai had just finished lighting. “Byrn is not here,” Sane noted, “He is not among the dead.” Turning to the group of Kenzai preparing the funeral pyre, he called, “Are these all of the deceased? Are there no more?”

“It is, Sir Sane,” replied one of the men as he approached the pair, “There was one survivor. He was one of our men by the name of Bertran. He suffered some severe burns to his face, and I doubt he will be up and about for some time. Bertran also reported that two of the magicians escaped. There was a young woman in her early to middle twenties who showed up at the end and single-handedly convinced a dozen of our men to kill each other. Then she put the other magician, a young man of about the same age who was the one that scarred Bertran, under a sleep spell and they vanished.”

“Vanished?” Marian asked.

“Transported away to places unknown,” Sane told her, “Just as we traveled here.”

“Most likely,” the Kenzai agreed.

Marian grabbed Sane’s sleeve to get his attention. “Then how do we find my son?” The sorcerer met her gaze and he could see the hope in her eyes. It pained him a little to crush that hope.

“He could be anywhere in the world, not just the kingdom, but the entire world. I do not even know where to start.” Seeing Marian’s heart about to break before him, Sane turned away from her. Instead he settled his gaze on the bodies of the magicians before him. Avelice was in her mid-sixties and the rest were all children and young adults of varying ages. They were hardly a fighting force to warrant such a brutal assault. To the Kenzai hunter he had been talking with earlier, Sane asked, “You mentioned a surviving member of the attack. Where can I find him?”

The rain fell harder and froze on contact as it landed on the magician and those around him. For the first time, Sane felt the cold that had been making everyone else uncomfortable, but he did not mind, because it was his magic; it was his desire that called the cold and the ice that swirled in the sky above him. To have that power at his command reassured the sorcerer that he could make those responsible for this travesty pay no matter what the personal cost.
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Sari hid amidst the branches of a tall oak as a squad of orcs passed below her. In addition to being excellent warriors orcs were known for their prowess as hunters as well, making the elf’s trek all the more perilous, since the orcs were nearly as knowledgeable in wood lore as she was. When the squad moved far enough away Sari continued to travel east, leaping from one tree to the next to avoid placing any tracks on the ground.

Hours passed in this manner and Sari found she had to take longer breaks as she waited for more and more orcs to pass. She was well behind their lines by midday and saw no sign of either the eastern squad or the missing boys, Handy and Dagson, but her time was not being wasted. Either Chance’s estimation of four hundred orcs was low or the bulk of their army was marching on an easterly path. To the east the mountains were sheer preventing an army from passing that way meaning that any soldiers heading in that direction would be forced to head to Everec eventually.

Yet another squad of orcs roused Sari from her thoughts, but this group was hauling an elk. Most of the orcs that passed were traveling north as their army was undoubtedly heading towards Everec. Right now the humans’ only advantages were that they knew the orcs were coming and the slow pace that the large force would take to get there. However they were unaware of just how large the enemy army really was and although Sari knew it was larger than the four hundred fighters that Chance had seen she had no idea how much larger.

When the squad got a safe distance away and Sari was sure that they were headed back to their camp she began to follow. In addition to being scouts, the orcs traveling through the forest were hunters and would be bringing back food to the rest of their army who would be setting up a makeshift camp as they advanced. Following the orcs back would be the only way to find out their force’s true numbers and, she hesitated to even consider getting her hopes up, but if her own missing scouts were taken prisoner then they would be back at the encampment too.

She followed for the better part of two hours, keeping a steady pace so that she could avoid being heard, but without losing sight of her query. Night was starting to set in when they finally reached one of the orc’s perimeter camps. The hunting squad began to skin and dress their elk.

Sari did a quick count of the campfires. Six. That meant there were about forty orcs in this one camp. This was why Chance guessed four hundred. He and his men came across one of these camps and guessed that half of their fighters would be in the main encampment with the other half spread out amongst smaller camps. An estimate of five camps around the perimeter would get to four hundred, but during her observations Sari counted twelve four man squads pass by. That was forty-eight orcs hunting near her meaning that their outer camps were packed much more closely together. There could be a thousand orcs marching toward Everec and if that were true, then the humans would be in for a fight even with their city walls to protect them.

The elf slinked around the camp and continued further south until she was well out of earshot before breaking into a dash between the trees. It only took ten minutes for Sari to find another orc camp a little to the east, then another to the west. This was not good.

Turning to the west where she guessed the base camp might be, Sari took a deep breath and headed onward. She navigated as best she could by the stars that she could see through the canopy of trees. It was commonly believed that elves could see in the dark, but that was just a story that humans tended to pass around to explain the elves’ keen senses and unsurpassed wood lore. However, a similar tale was told about the orcs and Sari found herself wondering if it might be true as she approached a much larger campsite.

From her vantage point, she was able to count nearly thirty fires.
Two hundred more soldiers, she thought with a little hope. Maybe Chance’s earlier estimation of four hundred was the correct one and she was overly worried.

Sari snuck to the edge of the camp to try and overhear some gossip about her missing men. The orcs paid no heed of the shadow that shifted and flitted around their camp. They were far too secure in their own numbers for that. Instead, they drank and ate and sang songs that involved vanquishing their ancient dwarven foes, but there was no word spoken about any human captives.

Disheartened, Sari left the encampment as quietly as she arrived. She knew the chances were small that the boys would still be alive and even though she cautioned herself not to hope, Sari still could not help feeling disappointed.

Her journey took her west as Sari began her hike back to Everec. She hoped to investigate a few more of the smaller camps before clearing the forest and returning to the greater mountain range on the off chance that Handy and Dagson were in one of the smaller camps.

It was not long before she found the signs of more campfires and made her way to the source- a camp of much greater size than she had anticipated. This latest camp was equal in size to the one she had just left. A stunning revelation came to her as she once more counted the campfires. The last two camps, though larger, were not base camps. Somewhere yet farther south would be a much larger base of orcs. Their numbers could easily be in the thousands. Everec had about a hundred active guards and their militia boasted another two hundred fighters of varying expertise. Without reinforcements from the warlord’s main army, the city and the region would fall before another month passed.

Logic told the elf to head immediately north. She needed to inform Marian what she had found and ensure that reinforcements were requested from Silvering, where Warlord Nightwind sat, before it was too late. However, her feet led her farther south, deeper into orc territory and toward what her gut told her would be their true main fighting force.

Weariness began to set in as she approached the main camp some time later. Sari was unsure just how much time had passed since leaving the last camp, but she knew she had spent at least the last eighteen hours behind enemy lines. She would need to find someplace to rest soon or risk death or capture, but as she took in the full extent of the orc army she knew sleep would be unreachable for some time to come.

The scene before reminded her more of a small city than a camp. Here there were rows of tents set up wherever there was room among the trees that were lighter in this area than most of the forest. Siege weapons were arrayed throughout the camp as well. This was no simple land grab. There were easily a thousand orcs in this base. She had to get back to Everec, but she could not allow herself to leave, not without looking for the missing scouts. This would have been utter foolishness for any human to attempt, and a big part of her doubted her own ability to remain hidden among so many orcs that could tell at a glance that she did not belong here. The information that she held, information that could save the lives of hundreds, was far more valuable than the lives of a few scouts, but she crept into the enemy base anyway.

It was late now and most of the orcs were sleeping in their tents or near the fires except for a scarce fifty or so that patrolled the night. They obviously did not expect anyone to make it this far. After all, who would be crazy enough to try and infiltrate this place?

Finally, Sari chanced upon a likely candidate for a prisoner tent. Two guards in their scant tribal armor that barely covered an orc’s groin and straps of leather across the center of the chest stood before a small tent. One paced back and forth in front of the tent while the other leaned against his pole arm as they tried to avoid the boredom that was setting in.

Sari found a safe path through the shadows that allowed her to slip behind the tent and, watching for any prying eyes, she ran her hand across the tent’s bottom. It was tight. There was no way she would be able to slip in underneath the lip. Instead, she used her hunting knife to cut a tear in the sewn animal skins that made up the wall. The elf winced at the thump that accompanied her knife penetrating the hide and again at the tearing sound that came from making a slit that she could slip through.

“Did you hear that?” a deep, animal like voice grunted. It was one of the guards.

“Check it out,” grunted the other guard and Sari slipped back into the shadows and the night several tent lengths farther down. She replaced the hunting knife with her sharper dagger used for fighting and held it ready to strike if the need arose.

The guard appeared seconds later to investigate. He paced about behind the prisoner’s tent before walking around a bit surveying the area, but finding nothing returned to the rear of the prisoner tent. He stood with his back to the slit that Sari had made, but did not notice the slash as it was buried in the moon cast shadows. For excruciating minutes the guard stayed in that spot. He was probably enjoying the change of scenery, Sari mused.

The elf slowly tensed and loosened her various muscles. This allowed her to keep from getting cramps as she hid motionless and gave her something to do to keep her mind from drifting off and fight back the sleep that threatened to encroach upon her.

Eventually the other guard came around to see what was holding up his partner. Finding the first guard just standing there he growled, “What are you doing back here?” The first guard was about to say something, but the second shoved his hand in the first guard’s face, “Just get back into position. I’m about to fall asleep up there and the commander would have our heads if we were caught napping or away from our post.”

The first orc followed his comrade out of Sari’s line of sight and to, she hoped, their post in front of the tent. She took the opportunity and returned to the prisoner tent and slipped through the slit she had made with all of the fluidity of a dancing shadow.

Inside the tent was pitch black and it took her eyes a few seconds to adjust, but once they did she found a human boy. He was sitting on the ground and his hands were tied around a pole that was sticking out of the ground. It was Handy. His face was bruised and covered in blood and sweat, but somehow the young man managed to find sleep or…

Sari risked checking his pulse and her heart skipped at learning that Handy was alive, but he did not stir at her touch. Switching back to her hunting knife she cut his bonds and tried to wake him. She gently shook Handy, keenly aware of just how close the guards were. A wall of animal skin was all that separated her from them. If they were to raise an alarm now, she would have no chance of escape.

“Handy,” she whispered with her lips to the boy’s ear. “You need to wake up, so we can leave this place.”

Handy’s eyes grew wide and Sari instinctively covered his mouth tightly with her own. She scowled at him and held a finger to her lips that demanded silence if he wished to survive this ordeal. As the situation dawned on Handy’s suddenly waking mind, he nodded his head and Sari pulled her hand away.

“Can you walk?” she whispered.

Handy nodded and Sari showed him the opening in the rear of the tent. She pressed gently on the hide wall so that she could look out without drawing any attention and seeing no one there stuck her head out to make sure they were alone. She pressed the wall more heavily and signaled Handy to squeeze out. He did so and Sari soon followed suit.

She led him back to the spot where she hid before and felt safe enough to talk if only in whispers.

“Did they capture anyone else? Dagson?”

“I am all that is left,” his voice shook as he spoke, “Dagson was killed when I was captured and they dragged me here. They smacked me around a bit and asked some questions about our defenses and troop placements, but soon left me to stew thinking I might reconsider after a while.

“I thought it foolish at first, but within a few hours they came back with another prisoner.”

The second prisoner was undoubtedly one of the eastern squad. “Go on,” Sari told him.

“This fellow, he was caught by some other orcs, cause they didn’t know about me. It turns out orcs don’t take more than one prisoner at a time. So they took this other guy and put him up in front of me.

“Then one of them held a knife to his throat while another orc held one to mine and their commander came out all big and tough with a giant sword strapped to his back and said ‘One of you will answer my questions. Tell me how many human warriors you have, where they are, and anything else that might be of aid to me and mine and you will live. The other one of you will die.’

“I was so scared,” Handy whimpered, but had the sense to stop from sobbing and attracting unwanted attention, “I didn’t know anything, but I didn’t want to die either. I started blabbing right there, on the spot. I told them we had two thousand men, all seasoned fighters, stationed around the mountains. It was a lie, I know, but, gods help me, I was just trying to save my own skin.”

“It’s alright,” Sari said soothingly and Handy fell into her arms. He sobbed quietly as she stroked his hair as a mother would a child.

“They killed him in front of me,” Handy told her, then laughed desperately, “The funny thing is that once that other guy was dead they tied me up and their leader said that once he cleared the mountains of all other humans that I would be set free and I think he meant it.”

Sari did not bother to tell him that that was true. Though considered to be brutal, orcs had a certain moral code and if their commander gave his word that he would allow Handy to live in exchange for his knowledge, then his men would honor that agreement. It would never even occur to them that Handy might be lying about what he knew. The thing that worried Sari the most was that Handy told them that the humans had two thousand men, when the actual number was close to three hundred, and they still intended to go through with their invasion.
  

Chapter 4

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Traveling with Handy was proving to be a greater endeavor than Sari had bargained for. Their progress was slow, as they had to stay on the ground since humans lacked the dexterity to bound through the trees, which provided more cover from the orcs in the area. Likewise travel during the day was too risky with so many orcs about forcing them to travel at night and hide during the day. This also made sleep difficult since they were at risk of constant discovery and though they had a few hours head start, orc trackers would be looking for them even now. On her own Sari could have made it back to Everec within a day, but at their current pace it would take four days to reach the city.

A gentle shake woke Sari from her nap. She was greeted by the sun high overhead shining through the forest canopy and a smell of sweat and dirt on the breeze. They were downwind of some orcs.

“Orcs are coming,” Handy told her when he saw her almond eyes open, echoing her thoughts.

The breeze carrying the orc scent was coming from the southwest, but a quick glance around did not reveal any of them within her line of sight. Sari rose to her feet and began moving northeast. “This way,” she told Handy with a quick look back to make sure that he followed her. The route would take them off course from the main road they were heading for; that would have been the fastest path to Everec, but there was nothing that could be done about that now.

Handy followed as hurriedly and quietly as he could manage, but Sari cringed after every twig snap or leaf crunch that came from behind her, and when Handy did move without making any noise Sari turned back once to compliment him in the hopes of providing him some motivation, but she saw that he was leaving half-boot prints in the softer earth and occasional mud. Instead she told him, “We need to move more swiftly,” and tried to temper her irritation. She had to remind herself that this human was still quite young and that greater skill would come with age.

An arrow flew past Sari’s ear and she ducked to one side instinctively. She grabbed hold of Handy by the front of his pants and yanked him down in an instant. He yelped in surprise as he awkwardly fell on top of the elf, but avoided another arrow that would have buried into his back.

“It’s time to run,” Sari told him, pushing Handy off of her and rolling into a crouch. She looked behind her and saw a squad of orcs running after them.

“If you insist, Captain,” Handy answered trying to sound brave.

Handy ran as fast as his feet would take him. Any attempt at subtlety was lost in his mad dash for life as he tried to put distance between himself and his pursuers. For Sari’s part, she slowed her own pace to keep from leaving the young man behind.

A horn blow from one of their pursuers was answered by at least a dozen others coming from all directions including in front of them. In three bounds, she overtook Handy and told him, “Turn back toward them!” Handy’s eyes bugged out in disbelief and his pace only lessoned a little. “It’s our only chance!” She shouted before spinning and charging toward the squad of orcs chasing them.

She leapt to a low-lying tree branch like a wild cat and prepared her bow. Her hand pulled an arrow from her quiver as she sprang to a new tree and avoided an orcish arrow that occupied the space she had been in a moment before. Her feet found another perch as she readied an arrow. Her aim was careful, but fast as she loosed the arrow that landed in the lead orc’s chest.

Pulling a second arrow, her next jump landed her high up in a great oak as she narrowed the distance with the orc squad in a dangerous game that was bringing her ever closer to danger. Her next arrow found a place in another orc’s neck before any of them could get another arrow off.

Sari stepped out of the tree and pulled a third arrow from her quiver before landing on the ground a mere ten feet from the two remaining orcs and let loose her arrow so that it stuck from one of the orc’s eyes. Before he fell Sari already had another strung in her bow and ready to be loosed in the final orc’s face.

She tried to keep herself from panting when she said, “There is no shame in retreating when you know that you are outmatched.”

“Yes, there is,” the orc rumbled like thunder and pulled an axe free of its sheathe at his back or at least that was his intent until Sari loosed the arrow and killed him.

Sari spun expecting to find Handy not far behind her, but he was nowhere to be seen. She cursed his eyes for not turning around and following as she had instructed. Her plan had been to eliminate the orcs that already found them and double back to avoid the other squads that would be closing in from in front of them, but Handy had ruined that by running blindly in the wrong direction.

The pragmatic voice of her father, Shatala, King of the Red Tree Clan, went through her head. He would have told her to leave the human to his fate. She had done more than enough for him already and if he was foolish enough to ignore her sage wisdom, then it was no fault of hers.

However, Sari could not simply leave him. She had gone through too much already to let him die as a victim of his own stupidity at this point.

The woodland elf moved with the speed and precision that those of the Red Trees were known for. Even amongst other elves, the Red Tree Clan was considered the undisputed masters of the woodland having an oneness with the forest and its creatures that none others in the world could boast.

It only took her a minute to catch up with Handy, but he was not alone as three more orc squads surrounded him so that he had no place to run. Her mind ran through the options trying to find a way to save the scout against so many orcen warriors and she discarded each one out of turn. Handy was held by a dozen orcs and there were more on the way. She could not fight through so many orcs head on and even if she could, they would kill Handy out of turn just to make sure that they didn’t have an enemy at their back.

The only chance Handy would have now would be for Sari to stay hidden and hope for another opportunity to rescue him before he was returned to an orc encampment, but it would seem that the gods were not on Handy’s side as he was forced to his knees. A freakishly large orc with a bastard sword who looked to be in charge of the others unsheathed his weapon and prepared to cleave the young scout’s head from his body.

Without thinking, Sari aimed and loosed another arrow at the giant orc. It pierced his chest, but his sword was already descending on Handy’s neck and shoulders. The arrow took much of the strength out of the orc leader’s swing, but the sword was carried forward by its own momentum and bit deeply into Handy where his neck and shoulder met. Her arrow arrived too late to save him.

Sari only had a moment to feel regret for the young man before the orcs spotted her and charged. She turned and ran wishing to avoid further confrontation. Escaping the orcs would not be too difficult for the elf now that she would no longer have to hold back, but the cost for such expedience was too high.

And somewhere deep inside of Sari a voice counseled her to remain strong. She must steel her resolve for what was to come, because although Handy died alone, he would not have to wait long before many more souls would follow him.
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Bertran was recovering in an inn called The Broken Arrow when Sane and Marian arrived to interrogate the assassin. Most of the inn was rented out by the Kenzai prior to their assault on the magicians’ school and it became their base of operations while the battlefield was being cleaned up and they searched for some missing magical device the order was desperate to get their hands on.

However, it was not the assassin that the travelers met when they first entered the inn. It was a much shorter fellow with a big nose and long black beard. Upon seeing the noblewoman enter, the dwarf bowed deeply. “What a pleasant surprise,” he said to Marian, “I had not expected that we would cross paths again so soon and so far from the capital, my lady.”

“Gilkame Axebeard?” Marian asked in surprise, “What are you doing here?”

The dwarf noticed Sane and said, “No disrespect is intended, my lady, but the reason for my presence here is somewhat… secret. Suffice it to say my business here is in an official capacity.” Again he eyed Sane cautiously, but did not address the man, “May I ask how you came to be in this inn of all places? I did not think Warlord Nightwind had much to do with the southern region.”

“We are here on the king’s business,” Sane answered before Marian could. The authority in the sorcerer’s voice surprised her. Something had changed within the magician since they left the ruins of his sister’s school. She hoped it was nothing more than a manifestation of his grief and it would dissipate in time, but feared it might be something more. A harsh memory of the torture she experienced at the hands of Mantellus Firekin leapt to the forefront of her mind and she quickly tried to push the thought aside and rejoin the conversation. Whatever else Sane may be he was not a cold-blooded murderer.

“We need to speak with Bertran. Where is he?” the sorcerer asked in a tone that showed he would accept nothing less than being taken to the assassin at that instant.

Gilkame looked back to a table full of Kenzai, his eyes plead for assistance. The six warriors sitting there looked to each other and stood up as one. Marian became keenly aware that all eyes in The Broken Arrow were now on them. There must be twenty men and women in the common room alone dressed in the traditional brown garb of the Kenzai. One of the men that stood up approached the newcomers flanked by the men who were sitting with them. He was a tall man with a muscular build and stood nearly a head taller than the sorcerer. His black hair was tied in a warrior’s tail and he sported a thin mustache. “I am Lieutenant Blaine. What is this about?” he asked with a reserved glare, looking Sane in the eye.

“He wishes to see Bertran,” Gilkame told him emboldened by the lieutenant’s company.

“I am Sane, the personal sorcerer of his royal highness, King Kale Aurel, investigating the… occurrence a few nights ago in the northern forest.” Sane pulled his cloak tightly around him. To some it may have looked like an unconscious attempt to put a barrier between the much larger Kenzai and himself, but Marian guessed that was not the truth. He was grabbing his staff or his grimoire and preparing to cast a spell should the larger man make a move to oppose him.

“Sane, perhaps you should calm down,” Marian suggested evenly and put her hand gently on his arm, which had a distinctively unnatural chill.

It appeared that fate was with them, fore Lieutenant Blaine bowed his head in a short nod. “Of course, Sir Sane, an advance rider arrived not more than an hour ago bringing word that you would be here shortly.” To the dwarf he added, “Gilkame, since you are familiar with the Lady, would you show our guests to Bertran’s room?” The dwarf seemed about to object, but then thought better of it and cheerily agreed. The subtlety of the request was not lost on Marian. Lieutenant Blaine was asking the dwarf to probe them for information, wrongly thinking that Gilkame was someone that Marian trusted, and determine their intentions during the short trip from the common room to wherever Bertran was resting. That was fine with Marian. Dwarves were notorious for loving the sound of their own voices and she knew Gilkame Axebeard was no exception.

Before Gilkame could think of a question, they had left the common room and were headed to a flight of stairs that would lead to the second floor rooms when Marian, trying to sound very impressed, asked, “So the Kenzai Order was the one commissioning your inventions? That is some very high company you keep, Gilkame.”

“The Kenzai Order?” Gilkame guffawed, “Hardly, my lady. I am working with the Kenzai to serve an even higher authority,” Gilkame’s chest puffed up with pride, “but I have said more than I should already. So what brings you here?”

The Kenzai Order operated in Aurelia without boundaries or allegiances to nobility. The only authority that had absolute dominion over them was the king. That was the reason that a handful of magicians like Sane and Byrn were allowed to operate freely in the kingdom without fear of the Kenzai and some, like Sane, even had their grudging respect.

“Two of the rogue magicians escaped the attack on their home the other night and we are looking for clues to help find them. It seems that Bertran was the only survivor of that attack,” Marian told him trying to stick as close to the truth as possible. She gave him what she guessed would be enough information to satisfy his curiosity and sprinkled with enough truth that it would confirm things he already knew, but did not mention that they wanted to find the magicians so that they could save Byrn.

Gilkame nodded, but still regarded Sane wearily. “Bertran’s room is the second to last door on the left,” he told them, but continued to lead the way.

Just before they reached the door to Bertran’s room Sane stopped and put his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “You are here under the king’s orders?”

“I never said that!” the dwarf bristled and shook Sane’s hand off of his shoulder.

“Tell me,” Sane’s voice was commanding, but was somehow warming. It reminded Marian of her father’s voice when she was a little girl and she felt an urge to answer the sorcerer even though his question was not directed at her. Gilkame must have felt much the same way, because he answered Sane’s question without the slightest hesitation.

“My orders come from the royal blood line, but not from the king himself.” Gilkame spoke plainly with no hint of emotion or inflection in his tone. Sane had ensorcelled the dwarf and nearly done the same to Marian without even trying. “It was Prince Janus who commissioned my works and bade me to come down here.”

The prince’s distaste for magicians was well known throughout the kingdom, but to think that someone of the royal bloodline could order something as heinous as the killing of innocent children... Marian banished the thought. Surely there must be another explanation.

“Janus…” It was all Sane said as he considered the revelation. There was no surprise apparent on the magician’s face or in his voice. He seemed to accept the idea too readily for Marian’s liking and asked another question. “What was your mission?”

“To find my missing control collar. It was a prototype and some wizards took it. They killed my nephew to get it. I can and have made more, but it cannot be left in the hands of wizards or else they might find a way to break its hold over them.”

“A collar to control magicians as if we were common dogs?”

A brisk chill filled the hallway as Sane’s presence filled the hall.

“Wizards.” Marian flinched at the word and half expected Sane to kill the short inventor in his current state of mind. Wizard was a common slur word for magicians harkening back to a time long ago when magicians ruled the whole world and held power enough to rival the very gods. The magicians of today’s age were a weak shadow of their former power, losing much knowledge in the millennia of fighting.

“Not common dogs, but powerful, wild beasts, now placed under the total control of their masters. Each collar is paired with a rod. The bearer of the rod can command the wearer to do anything they want,” Gilkame explained. He was now cowering on the floor in the full grips of Sane’s enchantment. What terror was being inflicted on the dwarf to make him cower so, and reveal his secrets so readily?

“Leave my sight now, dwarf,” Sane gritted his teeth, “and forget we had this conversation.” Saying nothing Gilkame eagerly did as he was told leaving the travelers alone outside Bertran’s door.

Marian breathed a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to kill him.”

Without responding, Sane pushed open the door to Bertran’s room and entered. The room was sparsely decorated leaving the wooden décor largely uncluttered. A nightstand stood to the left of the door and small table was at the far right. There were three beds in the room each with a footlocker, but only one was occupied.

Bertran was lying on the nearest bed. His face was mostly hidden with a white cloth covering the burnt side. He rolled over to see who had entered his room. Seeing Sane standing before him, the assassin visibly tensed and began to cough with such ferocity that that his body trembled beneath the folds of the blanket that draped over him.

Sane pushed back his cloak revealing his short staff that was strapped to his side like a rapier. He pulled it free from its strap and pointed the top end at the assassin. “Bertran, I have questions,” Sane said darkly.

“Ask what you will,” the assassin told him choosing his words with care, “and I will answer as best I can.” Bertran sat up so that his feet were on the floor, but his lap was still covered by the bed sheet. His face was covered with painful burn scars behind his mask, but otherwise he was without injury.

“I know that you will,” Sane frowned. He leaned forward to make a physical connection with the assassin and enchant the man, but Bertran lunged for Sane revealing the knife he had been hiding under the blanket.

Sane fell backward and Bertran landed on top of the sorcerer. His knife flared with bright blue light as Bertran tried to stab into Sane’s chest, but the magician held Bertran’s blade at bay with a hastily constructed magical shield that had become second nature over the years.

Sane called forth a gust of wind from his staff and blew Bertran off of him, slamming the assassin into the far wall and knocking the wind out of him. Marian started to scream, but caught herself. Sane checked the dazed man. “Bertran is still conscious,” he told Marian. Touching the man’s shoulder, Sane commanded him in that strange tone he had used with Gilkame minutes earlier. “You are the only Kenzai to survive the bloodbath at the magician’s school. Tell me what happened from the beginning.”

Bertran shot daggers from his eyes, but was compelled to tell Sane and Marian all he knew. He told them of Gilkame’s special collar and how they used it to enslave the murderer, Mantellus Firekin, under orders from Prince Janus. Bertran told how they used Mantellus to find the Lion’s Landing magicians by drawing them out of hiding and how Bertran tracked them back to their home. He told of the battle with the magicians and how he personally killed their leader, Avelice Necros, before being seared by Byrn Lightfoot. He knew the knight-magician by name, since Byrn confessed his rank and title moments before he tried to kill Bertran. Then a raven-haired enchantress took the dying magician’s body after she forced Bertran’s men to kill each other.

Sane released his hold on Bertran and the assassin slumped against the wall. He stared up at the sorcerer with an accusing expression. “I will kill you for that!” Bertran spat on Sane’s tunic, but the magician did not act as if he cared, like the assassin was beneath his notice.

“I should thank you, Bertran. You gave me a very special gift this day,” Sane sounded as if his mind was a million miles away pondering ideas that Marian could only guess at. “For three decades, I have served the crown faithfully. I have done nearly everything asked of me and even helped hunt down my own kind on many occasions- all in the hopes of showing that magicians could be trusted; that we were not monsters to be feared; that we were people.

“And what do I have to show for it? Magicians are no freer now than they were when I was a boy. Instead, we are hunted in our very homes! Our prince, the man who will one day be king, hates our kind for the power we possess and seeks to turn us into weapons… or perhaps trophies to show his dominance over us!”

“You deserve far worse,” Bertran chuckled as he struggled to get up without any success, “You and all of your kind deserve eradication.”

Sane swung his staff and hit Bertran squarely in the jaw with the blunt end of his staff.

“That is enough, Sane,” Marian said sternly.

“It is not enough!” Sane turned on her. “This man killed my sister! This man killed children! He tried to kill your son and if left alone, he will surely drag Byrn’s name through the dirt! Byrn Lightfoot would become a fugitive once again. Do you truly wish for me to show this slaughterer mercy?”

Marian was torn between her loyalty for her son and her desire to save a life. Finally, the ranger meekly told Sane, “I just do not want you to do something that you will come to regret. If you kill him, defenseless as he is, then you will be no better than him.”

For a moment the old sorcerer softened, but it was only a moment. He leveled his staff at Bertran and held him to the wall with it. “The time for regret has passed. I won’t try to pretty this up by claiming that I am doing this for justice. I seek vengeance for Avelice- nothing more.”

Sane pointed his open palm at the assassin and thick shards of ice grew in the air before his hand into large sickles in the span of a second before bursting forth and impaling Bertran so that his lifeless body was pinned to the inn’s wall. Marian screamed involuntarily and San glowered at her.

“We should leave,” he said calmly as he walked out the door. “It won’t take those on the floor below us very long to figure out what just happened here and we still have to find Byrn.”
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Byrn woke with a start. The echoes of death at the magic school still held him in their grip and it took him a minute to shake the sense of loss that overwhelmed him. Vague thoughts of Ashura’s fields came to mind, but he pushed them away.

He should be dead now. Kassani had come for him. She held him in her arms and ushered him to the underworld, but he was not dead and that sudden epiphany left him feeling guilty. Why did he live when everyone else died? It was not fair that he should have to carry on alone!

“What makes me so special?” he asked the empty room sarcastically.

For the first time, Byrn began to take in his surroundings. The room was a bright gray color lit by the midday sun against the stone walls and Byrn sat up on the pallet he had been laying on. His back was sore and began to throb at the light exertion forcing Byrn to lie down again for a while longer before he attempted to rise at a more cautious pace.

Byrn sat up once more; this time more slowly and he pushed the thin, white sheet off of his legs to find that his clothes had been removed and replaced by a pair of brown trousers. His chest was bare, but a black tunic was draped over a chair beside the pallet. Byrn managed to get to his feet placing his weight against the back of the wooden chair and found his legs were a bit wobbly, but felt his strength quickly returning. He put on the black tunic. It felt a little too tight around his chest as if it was the hand-down from a smaller man. Surveying the room, Byrn realized that his clothes along with his staff and grimoire were nowhere to be found. Only his red cloak remained although it was partially destroyed and heavily tattered. It had the blackened look of a thick blanket that had been tossed on top of a campfire to douse a fire before it grew out of control.

He held the remnants of the cloak in his hands. He had done this. Byrn watched his friends die before his eyes and when Turshyn passed in his arms, Byrn lost control or to be more accurate he gave up control and let the magic manifest as it would. He would have destroyed everything around him, he would have destroyed the whole world, at that moment without a thought or a care, but Kassani appeared before him and claimed his soul.

A small breeze came from the open window and Byrn looked out to see that he was in a tower. Below him was the base of the castle he was undoubtedly in looking out over a small city as its citizens went about their daily lives. If the death goddess had fulfilled her bargain with Ashura, then why was he here?

Byrn tested the door and found it opened readily. “At least I am not held prisoner again,” Byrn told himself reassuringly.

“We do not take prisoners,” a voice said amicably and Byrn noticed a young man of fifteen or sixteen years sitting in a chair not far down the hall. His feet were stretched out and his body slouched indicating that he had been waiting for some time. The teen absentmindedly plucked at his lute, testing the sound and adjusting the strings with each pluck. “The lady of the castle does not deal in half measures. If you are judged an enemy, then you will die. If not, then she will probably offer you a place to stay.”

Seeing the look on Byrn’s face, the young man unsuccessfully tried to suppress a smirk. He hopped up from his seat and crossed the hall in a few brisk strides to Byrn extending his hand in greeting, “I am Tomlin the Bard- man about town and, it seems, your guide and babysitter.”

Byrn shook the bard's hand and wondered where he had heard that name before. “I am Byrn Lightfoot,” then asked, “Where am I?”

“I think it is the place of the lady of the manor to determine what you know and when you know it. No offense, Byrn, but you have not been judged to be a friend just yet.”

Tomlin led Byrn down the hall leading to a staircase that let out into a much larger hall where they were greeted by a plump old man with a hook nose and a receding hairline, but a long, white mane going down his back. He wore a green robe that was reminiscent of an Ashura priest, but had a different make and simpler quality. “How is our guest?” he asked briskly, appraising Byrn with a critical eye.

Tomlin looked to Byrn with a questioning expression. “I am fine... if somewhat sore and confused as to what I am doing here,” Byrn told the priest.

The green robed man circled behind Byrn and lifted his tunic with the assuredness of a smith looking over a forged piece of steel. “Your wound looks completely healed although I can see you are going to have a small scar where the arrow stuck in your back. A bit of luck, that was, that the bolt happened to glance off bone stopping it from going completely through you. Still, you are up and about in only a few days and considering that you were nearly dead when Tomlin brought me to you I am pleased with the results,” he smirked in satisfaction at his work.

“Praise the goddess! For her blessings and healing gifts are without equal,” Tomlin said, clapping his hands together as in prayer and looking skyward. His tone was mocking rather than referential.

“Your humor is not appreciated,” the old man huffed, “Give credit where it is due, boy, or the next time you seek the healing grace of Old Father Skynryd maybe I will leave you to the tender mercies of the goddess and see if she is truly willing to aid a vagabond like you.”

Tomlin leaned to Byrn and whispered, “He is 'Old Father Skynryd,'” as if to clarify.

“I assumed,” Byrn nodded to the humorous bard with a wink.

Skynryd threw his arms up in supplication and stormed off. “Wonderful! I was just saying the other day that one Tomlin was not nearly enough!” he shouted as he hurried down the large hall startling a pair of magicians in brown cloaks. A second later he turned a corner disappearing from sight.

“I did not get to thank him,” Byrn said, surprised, “He is more hot-headed than most priests I have met.” The brown-cloaked magicians resumed their conversation before the loud crash of a nearby door slamming made the pair jump again.

Tomlin started walking down the same hall without looking to see if Byrn was following him. “Old Skynryd is an excellent healer, but he hates sharing the credit with Ashura for his healing talents. He says that healing is its own school of magic and does not require the aid of Ashura except if one is absolutely trying to defy death itself.” Byrn hurried after Tomlin until he was back in step with his lute-carrying guide. The idea that Ashura would answer an invocation on his behalf seemed odd to Byrn given her attitude towards him the last time they met.

“Did Skynryd invoke the goddess to save me?” Byrn asked sounding surprised.

“Skynryd? I think he would have let you die before seeking her aid.” Tomlin spun around and grinned like a fox even as he kept walking down the hall. The teen’s smile was oddly ingratiating and gave an unspoken promise that the bard could be trusted. “No offense to you, of course. That has more to do with Skynryd’s views on the goddess’ teachings than anything to do with you. She probably would not answer his call anyway.”

Byrn tried to gauge the bard. “You are nonchalant for someone who just minutes ago said I might be a prisoner.”

The bard did not falter in his steps. “I told you we do not take prisoners. You came to us under unusual circumstances, but Alia believes you to be an ally to our cause. If she truly thought you otherwise, then she never would have brought you here or wasted Skynryd’s time saving you. Of course we have to know for sure.”

Byrn was about to ask what that meant, but Tomlin turned down another passage and before he could ask, Tomlin stopped at one of the doors.

“Ready to face your destiny?” Tomlin smiled incorrigibly and opened the door revealing a small room filled with books along the walls. In the center of the room was an oak desk and at the desk sat a beautiful woman with hair as dark as night and eyes bluer than the sky. For an instant Byrn thought that this “lady of the house” was Kassani, but once his heart settled he remembered her. This was the woman who had saved him when he thought all was lost and turned those Kenzai assassins against each other. She was Avelice’s daughter.

“Alia, wasn’t it?” Byrn forced himself to smile, but seeing her vividly brought back the still raw memory of his friends' deaths along with a pang of guilt that he failed to save them.

Alia motioned for Byrn to enter and have a seat across from her. Once he did so he felt a pair of hands at his throat and the snap of a clasp as a cold metal choker came to rest around his throat. Byrn grabbed at it and pulled it until he could see that it was a loose fitting golden collar. He looked behind him to see Tomlin standing behind him who shrugged unapologetically as if to say, “No hard feelings. I’m just doing my job.”

“And you are Byrn,” Alia said redirecting his attention back to her. “I apologize for the collar, but it is only a precaution until I am sure of your intentions. It has taken me nearly four years to assemble the magicians here and I would not see that threatened by one of our own who may,” she struggled for a moment trying to find the best phrasing before continuing, “put his own personal interests above those of his brothers and sisters as a whole.” She produced a small golden rod from her desk and held it towards Byrn. “You are to sit in that chair and take no action until I say otherwise. You may speak freely, but you may not lie to me. Is that understood?”

Byrn nodded, cautious not to betray any emotion. Melani was briefly held by a group of Kenzai warriors with one of these collars a few months ago. From the story she told, the collar made her completely defenseless and forced her to do whatever they told her. His position suddenly became very precarious. If Alia did not like what he had to say, then he could now be easily disposed of.

“Good,” Alia said. Then she dismissed Tomlin with a nod leaving the pair alone in the study. “Do you know what that is around your neck?”

Byrn tried to stand and found he could not. “It is a control collar like the one Turshyn spoke of with his dying breath. That was the reason that he and everyone else at the school were killed.” Then a thought occurred to him. Melani had said that she was rescued by a young bard- Tomlin! “This is the same collar that the Kenzai were looking for! My friends died for this and now you’re using it as a weapon!”

His anger was evident, but was quickly out shined by Alia's own. “Be careful whom you hurl accusations at!” she warned him, standing up and leaning forward across the desk. “My mother died that night too! I grew up alongside Melani and Minnie! We learned magic together! They were like sisters to me and I never would have done anything to harm them! In truth, I did everything I could to keep them out of this fight. For years we have been fighting in the shadows while my mother's students
like you,” Alia pointed the rod squarely at Byrn,
“have remained blissfully unaware of the dangers we faced!

“The Kenzai grow drunk with power and become more brutal in their attempts to cleanse the land of our kind. If you place blame anywhere, then place it at their feet, or at your own for joining them,
Sir Byrn.”

For a long time they sat in silence as Byrn considered the new revelation and wondered just how much this woman knew about him. Alia’s back was to him and she stared out a picturesque window refusing to look at him.

“We have both suffered,” Byrn offered, hoping to smooth things over, “We both lost loved ones that night. The pain is still fresh. Avelice was more than a mentor to me. She was a good friend and a caring woman. She took me in when I had no place to turn and gave me a home.”

Alia relented and returned to her seat behind the desk, her anger spent for the moment. She looked at her battered desk refusing to make eye contact. “If I had gotten there earlier...” A tear ran down her face, but she refused to drop her guard any more than that.

“Or if I had never left them,” Byrn interrupted, “they might still be alive. They would still be alive.” The weight of his own words bore down on him and again he felt guilty.

Alia wiped away the solitary tear that somehow managed to escape in remembrance of those she had lost and looked at Byrn. “Perhaps we are both being too hard on ourselves.” She managed a weak smile, and then produced a piece of paper folded in thirds and blackened along the edges from her desk. “This is the letter that you wrote to my mother and your friend. I found it on your body when our healer was tending to you.” That was how she knew that he was knighted, but then that also meant that she knew about- “Is it true?” she interrupted his thoughts, “You cannot kill without forfeiting your own life?”

Again Byrn nodded, compelled by the collar to answer truthfully. “You are the only living person to learn my secret. I hope that you will keep it.”

“Why did you return to help your friends knowing that you would likely die?”

“For years they were my family. I could not turn my back on them. Of course, I did not want to die, but if it meant my life to protect them, then so be it.” Alia's gaze made Byrn feel uncomfortable and his cheeks suddenly felt flush. “I was with the school for three years. How is it that you never came to visit?” His voice remained calm. Byrn wanted to convince his interviewer that he was merely curious and did not want to seem demanding. Although the power was clearly on her side, he felt Alia might be willing to volunteer some information if she truly thought he might be an ally.

“We both wanted to help our fellow magicians, but mother chose a path of nonviolence while I understood that the only way our people would be free from oppression was if we carved out our own place in the world and protected it with every weapon at our disposal.” Her eyes studied Byrn's expression closely looking for any hint of defiance, but found him difficult to read. “Knowing what I intend to do, you are honor bound as a knight of the kingdom to try and stop me. Will you do so?”

Byrn thought for a moment, “After what happened I cannot turn my back on my fellow magicians again. I thought I could help them from a position of power as a member of the nobility, but now I know better. The Kenzai have always been united against us and we must be ready to do the same to challenge them.”

Alia smiled. This time it was genuine and warm. “Spoken like a true leader. We could use more magicians like you around here. Except for the masters, most of the magicians here are younger like at my mother’s school and are still learning.

“If you wish, you will be returned to Lion's Landing or you may use one of your few surviving transportation runes to go wherever you wish, but if you desire to make a difference for your brother-and-sister-magicians and avenge those that have been lost, then I hope you will choose to stay and fight alongside us as a member of the Collective.”

Alia rose from her seat once more and came to stand before Byrn without waiting for an answer. She reached down and unfastened the collar removing it from Byrn's neck. “I will not lie to you. It will be dangerous and you, more than any other magician, would be putting your life at risk given your... situation, but you have a taste of what the kingdom could do with those collars and your friend, Turshyn, understood the extent of our peril well. We are on the verge of a great war and the lives of every woman, man, and child with magic in their blood depends upon us.”

Four years had passed since Byrn first learned that magic literally flowed through his veins. In that time he was a prisoner, a fugitive, and a knight. Now he had a life far grander than he ever imagined possible as an apprentice courier. He was a land holding noble, or at least his mother was, and one of the most powerful magicians in all of Aurelia. For the first time in years he had his entire life ahead of him. Was he really willing to give all of that up?

The master of fire stood so that he was eye to eye with the enchantress. Her eyes were the deep blue of the ocean and as he looked into them he found himself getting lost in those eyes. He was suddenly keenly aware of her closeness and the heavy beating in his chest.

Alia stepped back and Byrn suddenly felt the connection, whatever it was, broken. “You may stay in the castle for one day. Look around; talk with the other magicians here before making a decision,” she told Byrn without turning to face him. She felt it too. Alia opened the door to her office revealing an eavesdropping Tomlin who fell into the room landing at the lady's feet.

Byrn stepped over the prone Tomlin and exited the room, but turned to speak to the enchantress once more. “I never thanked you for saving my life.”

“Maybe you can return the favor someday, if you decide to stay.”

Tomlin got up from the floor as adeptly as he could; hoping the two master magicians would ignore his nosiness mere moments earlier. “That sounds like a ‘yes’ to me,” he said extending his hand to Byrn who awkwardly took it, “Come! Let me show you around the castle. In addition to Old Father Skynryd, the Collective boasts a wide variety of obnoxious people you just have to meet to believe.”

Tomlin dragged Byrn off almost before he knew what was happening. He looked to Alia wanting to say something more, but could not find the words. Instead she waved him off and bid him good day as the men left her office.

“You know I was just kidding about that whole ‘take no prisoners, we might kill you’ thing, right?” Tomlin nudged Byrn in the ribs with his elbow.

“Tomlin!” shouted a stunned Alia who was out of view as they turned a corner a moment later.

“Let’s go this way,” Tomlin said, pointing down a seemingly random hallway. He turned to look for his master behind him, then added, “I think we should walk a little bit faster.”
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The castle’s garden was cool with morning air as Byrn meditated to draw and focus the magic that flowed in his veins. He sat in the grass with his legs crossed and held a new staff in his hands. It was a plain weapon without a spear tip or decoration of any kind and it was, at the moment, decidedly not magical at all. The only thing of interest about this staff was that it was covered in light streams of the magician’s blood as his hands bled over it.

Byrn fully concentrated on the weapon as he pushed his energy into the staff, infusing it with the magic needed to make it an acceptable device to channel his energy. His old staff and grimoire were destroyed in the fight at the school; when in his grief and pain he unknowingly began to release the that dwelled within him burning everything nearby including his magical weapons and much of his clothes. It was only through the quick thinking of Alia Necros that he was stopped when she placed him under a sleep spell and rescued him from the battlefield where he would have bled to death if left to his own devices.

“You are not accustomed to asking for help, are you?” Byrn opened his eyes to find Alia standing before him. Instead of her usual black necromancer robes, she was wearing a simple blue dress with a light brown shirt that was more typical of a laborer than a Lady. Alia seemed more relaxed than usual as she watched Byrn enchant the staff.

“My lady?” he asked unsure of her meaning.

“There are nearly forty magicians in The Collective with a half dozen masters of various disciplines. No one questions your ability as an elementalist, but I understand that you are not as skilled in enchanting as some of us.” Alia held out her hand for the staff and Byrn gave it freely. “Tomlin, I, or any one of a dozen others could make a far superior staff and grimoire if you were to simply ask.” She hefted the staff and seemed to sense the magic infused within. “Nevertheless, you appear to have some
small
amount of skill,” she teased.

“Small
amount?” Byrn suppressed a smile and grabbed for his staff, but Alia pulled it away.

“Did you know that a skilled weapon enchanter can not only infuse an item with greater amounts of energy, but can give it special properties as well?”

Byrn nodded. “Yes, based on their abilities with the other disciplines.” Melani, the senior enchantress at Avelice’s school, gave him a similar primer on the basics of enchantment when he first joined them, as did Sane before that.

Alia continued unperturbed, “But a master enchanter can also channel another magician’s own affinities into an item. Like with your natural affinity for fire we could empower your staff to be more conductive of elemental spells in general or fire spells in particular. I saw the fire circle you created at my mother’s cabin. Imagine what you could do with a properly attuned staff.”

“That spell…” Byrn began, “It just came to me. I don’t know any other elemental masters… except Sane and he never taught me anything so advanced. I cannot guess what kind of magic lies beyond that spell.”

“There is only one way to find out,” Alia said as she wiggled the staff at Byrn like a dog being baited with a meaty bone.

Byrn stood so that he was eye to eye with Alia, “What must I do?”

Alia produced her own short staff that was hanging from her belt and for the first time Byrn noticed the rather large pouches hanging on either side of the belt. One would hold Alia’s grimoire and the other probably held rune markers and who knows what other magical items. She held the rod high, near the simple bauble on its top. “Hold onto this below my hand,” Alia told Byrn and he did. “Now place your other hand on your staff in the same way so that we make a circle between us.” Again Byrn did as he was told and when the circle was formed Alia began chanting. A small wave of energy passed into him like a sudden jolt of lightning from his hand holding the staff and traveled through his body until it came out and traveled through Alia’s staff.

Another larger wave passed through him again, but Byrn was better prepared for it and found that he could endure its energies more easily. A third, fourth, and fifth wave passed through the magician until Byrn was lost in a constant overwhelming swirl of power and could no longer differentiate one wave from the next. He wondered if Alia, whose expression was one of deep concentration, was experiencing the same sensation and felt as lost in these waves of magic as he did.

The staff grew warmer under Byrn’s grip and the energy now coursing through him did as well. He looked to Alia who was now beginning to sweat. She was experiencing the same flow of heat as Byrn, but her body was not conditioned as his was to conduct the elements.

“Alia?”

“Shhh…” she whispered softly. “I am fine…” The enchantress did not want to break her concentration or her efforts would be wasted. “We are almost…” Byrn grew more concerned and was about to break the connection. “…Done.” The surge of energy abruptly ended and Byrn felt suddenly empty from the missing sensation. Alia stumbled at the sudden release of magic and fell forward into Byrn’s arms.

The magicians’ staves thumped thickly as they landed on either side of Byrn. He could smell the combination of sweat and flowers on her skin in a strange, but not unpleasant aroma.

“Thank you, Sir Byrn,” Alia said, a bit embarrassed as she got back on her own footing.

“Just Byrn will suffice.”

“Nonsense,” protested Alia, “Surely you desire some recognition for all that you have accomplished. Byrn Firemas, Master of Fire, has a nice ring to it, or perhaps simply Master Byrn?”

Firemas was the title bestowed upon master of elementalism with an affinity for fire magic; to call himself that felt somehow wrong.

“Who is to say I am truly a master?” he countered, “I have never met an elemental master save one and I never saw him wield even a tenth of the power that I imagine he is capable of, so I don’t have a fair comparison.”

“You don’t truly believe that any more than I do. What is the real reason you shun being called a master?”

Byrn picked up his staff from the ground; he did not answer right away, but finally admitted, “I do not want to dishonor my father by refusing his name. Surely that is something you understand, Lady Necros, or are you a grandmaster of necromancy?”

“Point taken,” Alia held her hands up in surrender, “but don’t you think your father would be proud of all you have accomplished? Embracing the future does not mean you must forget about the past.”

Tannys was proud of him. He had said as much himself that night in the garden not so long ago when he summoned his father’s spirit. “Perhaps,” was all Byrn said in response.

Byrn measured the weight of the new staff in his hands and felt a strange connection to what had only minutes ago been nothing more than a stick. It was not as if the weapon held any magical energy of its own. It felt more like he was connected to it as if the staff was an extension of his arm.

Testing the staff Byrn willed a small flame into existence at the end of his weapon and found he could maintain complete control over it with hardly any effort. He pushed the spell a little further and grew the fire that was now expanding into a ball hovering above the head of his staff. He held the ball in place for over a minute and felt only a little drain of magic. “This is amazing! It is a truly impressive weapon.”

The enchantress smiled, clearly pleased with her handiwork. “I am glad you like it,” Alia paused not sure how to continue. Eventually she just decided to ask the question that was most pressing on her mind. “Byrn, your letter mentioned escaping Baj and you happened to find your way to my mother’s school. I have to ask: did you know my father, Xander Necros?” Alia could not mask the hope in her voice.

Byrn silently chastised himself for being a fool. He knew that Avelice was Alia’s mother and assumed that Xander was her father, but somehow it never occurred to him that she would be interested to hear how he was fairing after being apart for at least a decade according to Xander’s telling.

“Of course! I should have realized- you must be desperate for news of him. Xander was well the last time I saw him if a bit stir crazy. Then again we all were.

“The Kenzai kept us locked up in our own cells, but each cell was part of a larger cluster of six. We could communicate with each other, but not see or interact in any other way. In that way they could keep us from going completely mad without the risk of us ever having to leave our cells. Your father was the unspoken leader in our cluster. Despite the fact that we were all powerless in there, we still recognized his wisdom and listened to his counsel.”

“That sounds like my father,” Alia admitted with a hint of a smile at the edge of her cheeks. “Under that kind of lockdown and without magic how did you ever escape?” Alia asked with sudden intrigue.

“The only way I managed to escape was because I was allowed a little more freedom than the others. I was being trained to control my powers for the day when I would eventually be released and allowed to serve Aurelia.”

Alia touched Byrn’s arm and he felt a rush of excitement shoot up his arm. He looked into her shimmering blue eyes and felt like he was drowning in them, but he did not want to be saved. When she spoke her voice was soft, but compelling, “How very interesting. Please tell me more.”



Chapter 8

 


 


 


 


The commander greeted Prince Janus Aurel’s entourage as they arrived at Baj Prison in a procession of carriages. The prince’s entourage consisted of his personal guard made up of Kenzai masters, comely servant girls whose sole purpose was to attend to the prince’s whims, and a few forward thinking nobles who were intent on incurring Janus’ favor. They rode in a set of four horse drawn carriages each with a pair of drivers that the commander guessed were also skilled fighters tasked with protecting the prince’s life in the case of the rare bandit attack or, less likely, a magician attack.

When the lead carriage arrived Prince Janus was the first to exit followed closely behind by a pair of his guards, a young servant who looked to be a favorite of the prince’s for her full lips and full body, and two nobles dressed in attire that the man who now wore the title of Dungeonlord considered foppish though he had the good sense not to say so.

“It is good to see you again!” announced the prince in a tone that managed to sound regal and affectionate at the same time.

The commander of Baj bowed graciously. “The pleasure is mine, my prince,” Knight-Commander Kellen Dungeonlord replied happily. Formerly, the knight-captain of the Colum city guard, Kellen was appointed as the new Dungeonlord following a riot and escape attempt that cost the previous Dungeonlord his life years earlier. In addition to being a master of the Kenzai Order, Kellen was also considered a local hero for his years of service in Colum and across the kingdom, making him a natural choice for the appointment.

“Welcome to Baj, your highness,” Kellen added with a salute. He motioned to an unseen guard in a tower above the gate and moments later the large wooden doors began to open. “If you will follow me, I would love to give you a tour of the facilities. It is an honor that only a few men outside of the Kenzai Order have ever had.”

The prince walked at Kellen’s side and his entourage from the first carriage followed behind them while the carriages were led into a waiting area where the horses could be stabled temporarily and attended to until the entourage went to Colum. Prince Janus would stay in the nearby city for the duration of his visit since there was no accommodations in Baj appropriate for a prince.

Kellen led them to the main receiving hall within the prison. “This is the main chamber and functions as a sort of hub for activities here since the hall is connected to all the other areas of the prison. This room also doubles as a staging area that we can use to move about quickly to reach any disturbance and, if necessary, can also be used as a rallying point. It was in this very room that the last escape attempt was thwarted three years ago.

“As you can see there are five doors in this room and each one is posted with at least one guard at all times. The door on the left leads to the guard barracks and the armory. The one on the right leads to the outer perimeter and to the guard towers along the walls that are manned at all times. The three doors in front of us lead into the prison proper.

“The prison is comprised of three levels and is designed in a manner that is half maze and half spider web making it impossible to travel from one place to another in a straight line. Within the prison you will notice there are runes all along the walls and within the cells themselves. My Kenzai brothers,” Kellen nodded to the prince’s guards, “will recognize these runes for what they are- anti-magic wards that drain all nearby magical energy and prevent it from regenerating. It is these runes along with the strict measures we use to keep the magicians contained that make Baj such an effective prison.

Kellen swung open the center door and turned to face Prince Janus presenting the prince his first glimpse within the walls. “Beyond this point, you may take two of your personal guards, but that is all I can allow- even for you, my prince.”

Grumbling from the nobles who accompanied Janus could be heard at being excluded, but they grew quiet with a wave of Janus’ hand without a look back.

“Understood, Sir Dungeonlord. I take no offense and neither do my companions, though their disappointment is understandable,” Prince Janus assured him, then flashed a smile to his noble friends to show there were no hard feelings. His diplomatic skills were impressive, indeed.

The prince summoned the two guards that rode in his carriage and Kellen led them further into the prison toward the prisoners’ cells. The walls were indeed covered in strange runes as Kellen had said, but they did not light up or do anything as Janus thought they would.

“Is something wrong with these runes?” Janus asked, “They do not appear to be working.”

“They activate in the presence of magic and will glow with a blue light as they absorb magical energy,” Kellen explained, “Since they have already eliminated all magic in the area, they will not light up unless a new source of magic is introduced.” He led his guests further into the prison until they came to the first cell cluster. “This is one of the cell clusters that we keep the prisoners in. They are kept in the cells at all times to limit the chance of escape.”

“Fascinating,” said the prince, “Baj seems very secure. You have done well here, Knight-Commander. I will be sure to tell my father of how well you have this place under control, but I must admit I am here for another reason- one that I could not put in the correspondence I sent you.”

“Your highness?”

“My father has his own magician, your friend Sane, to serve him and I want to take one of the magicians here with me to serve in the same capacity,” declared Prince Janus.

“Your highness, I would recommend against that. These men and women are very dangerous,” Kellen told him, careful not to make the prince angry. He had little experience with the prince previously, but according to Sane, Prince Janus tended to have a temper when he did not get what he wanted.

Instead of an outburst, the prince smiled slyly. “What if I told you that I have discovered a way to control the magicians? I have commissioned the creation of a device that does not rob a magician of his magic as these runes do. Instead it prevents him from using magic or doing anything to harm another except at the command of his master.”

“Your majesty, such a device could not-“ Kellen began, but the prince cut him off.

“It does work,” Janus assured him. “I have seen it with my own eyes. Have you heard of the magician Mantellus Firekin? He was the one who dressed up like a priest and kidnapped Lady Tian Nightwind a few months ago. The wizard found his way into our dungeon and I tested it on him. It worked flawlessly!

“Mantellus has since died, but even now I have that device being returned to me. If all goes according to plan it should reach Colum within the next few days.” Prince Janus’ eyes were wide and he grinned wildly at the thought. Kellen wondered if the prince was mad for a moment, but pushed the thought away. One day this man would be king of Aurelia and it was treasonous to think such a thing of him. “So tell me, Knight-Commander, who is the most powerful magician in Baj?”

There were many powerful magicians in Baj. Unlike the domains that held good, law-abiding magicians who had little or no knowledge of how to properly use magic, Baj was filled with magic wielders who developed their powers as they hid from the Kenzai that hunted them. The longer a magician avoided the Kenzai the more powerful they would invariably become. However, Kellen did not have to spend long thinking of all the magicians in his prison to determine who the most powerful one of them all was. His first act as the new Dungeonlord was to read the dossiers of every magician under his guard and among the dossiers was a lengthy file on a man by the name of Xander Necros, a purported grandmaster of necromancy.

The grandmasters were considered to be a legend by many. They were supposed to have power so far beyond other magicians that they made masters look like mere apprentices by comparison. The last grandmaster was said to have died nearly three hundred years ago when the Kenzai Order was officially established and the balance of power swung back in favor of the normal humans.

Of course, being unable to use magic in the prison made that claim impossible to prove without exposing Aurelia to unnecessary danger. It was a simple claim that any prisoner could make, because the truth of it could not be verified, but after speaking with the man Kellen felt there was something unusual about the man that he could not put his finger on.

No good could come of this request. If Xander Necros was truly a grandmaster and he broke free of the prince’s restraint, then he could cause untold havoc, and if he stayed under Janus’ command, then the prince would have at his call a weapon of unimaginable power and no one, not even the prince, should have more power than the king.

Kellen looked at the certainty in Janus’ eyes and knew that he was not going to be able to send the prince home disappointed.
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Byrn sat at the round table surrounded by the masters of the Collective. The masters were the governing body of the magician group and numbered five people including Byrn. As masters they were deemed to be the most knowledgeable magicians in the rebellion and led the others by consensus.

With the exceptions of Alia and Byrn who were in their twenties, the former in her late years and the latter in his early years, the rest of the masters looked to be in their mid-forties to early sixties. To Byrn's right sat Levak Altermas, a manipulation master. He was in his fifties, but still quite fit and had a mane of red hair tied off in a high rogue's knot and a long mustache that he had assured Byrn was “terribly manly” over drinks when they first met. Next to Levak was Riona Necromas. She was the Collective's master of necromancy and although she was a bit chubby she hid it well under her flowing black robe. Opposite Byrn was Alia Necros who Byrn knew well by now. She took her sir name from her father Xander Necros, but was only an adept at necromancy. Her true mastery was in enchanting. To his left was the man known as Old Father Skynryd, the eldest of the masters and a healer who believed that healing came from within the body rather than the goddess of life. Skynryd found his way to the Collective after he was excommunicated for having a viewpoint counter to the teachings of Ashura and considered heretical by most in the kingdom.

Despite her younger age Alia was considered the head of the Collective, since she was the one who founded the group three years earlier and brought the masters together. She was also skilled at managing the Collective's business from sending magicians on assignments to handling the daily affairs of the castle and the town of Wolfsbane below.

“First, I would like to officially welcome Byrn Firemas to the masters table,” Alia said with a nod and slight smile. Byrn decided to take the name Firemas after some consideration a few weeks earlier. If he was to put forth his full effort into fighting the kingdom and Kenzai, then he needed to embrace this life and though it pained him to do so when he thought of his mother he nevertheless cut all ties to his former life. It was a difficult decision, but now that he understood the lengths the Kenzai were willing to go to subjugate magicians his path was clear.

“Second, I believe it is time that we took the offensive. We have had some fair successes working in secret, but the emergence of the control collars, the hand-cannon weapons, and the total destruction of my mother's school have shown just how much more aggressive our Kenzai adversaries are becoming,” Alia spoke calmly, but passionately, “We can no longer be content to stay hidden while slowly building our numbers or the Kenzai will track us down one by one. We are forty magicians strong now, but most of our numbers are still inexperienced youths. We have to increase our numbers rapidly to meet these growing threats. We need someone to lead us who could also be a symbol of what we can achieve. We need someone that we can rally behind and make our presence known to all in Aurelia and draw in all of the magicians still in hiding to our cause. In short we need my father, Xander Necros.”

Alia paused to let the words sink in. The other masters looked to one another questioningly.

It was Levak Altermas who spoke first. “Alia, your desire to free your father has always been clear to us, but assaulting Baj to free one man is far too risky even with all of the power at our disposal.”

“I understand your concerns, Levak, but things have changed,” Alia replied, “In the weeks since Byrn's arrival he has been very helpful giving us many details about Baj Prison and after some discussion we think we have a way in. Byrn, if you would...”

“Baj Prison is nearly impenetrable in a frontal assault without siege weapons even for magicians,” Byrn began a little hesitantly. He met each of the masters since his arrival, but this was his first time addressing them assembled as the heads of the Collective. “If we did somehow manage to break through, then we would be confronted by dozens upon dozens of Kenzai warriors and the walls inside are covered in magic absorbing runes. In addition the place is a labyrinth, so even if we did make it in, we would become powerless long before we ever got close to finding Xander Necros.”

“You paint a rosy picture,” said Levak Altermas, stroking his lavish mustache with his thumb and forefinger, “It hardly sounds like suicide at all.”

Byrn ignored him and continued, “But there may be another way in. The prisoners are never allowed to leave their cells except under special circumstances. They eat, sleep, and shit in their cells.” Byrn paused to look at his fellow masters. Seeing that the full weight of his words were not obvious to any save Alia whom he devised the plan with he continued, “There is a sewer system that runs out of the prison and, I believe, empties into a large lake nearby. I have been there many times as a boy and to all appearances it is completely unprotected. If we can find the entrance, then we can get into their sewer system and follow it to the cells. From there a sprite can locate Xander and lead us to him. I, or one of our manipulation magicians, would then enlarge the opening leading to Xander Necros' cell. Then we could escape the way we came or using runes, leaving the guards in Baj none the wiser until we are far, far away.”

A minute passed while the masters thought over the idea. Then the master necromancer, Riona, asked with a hint of disbelief, “Do you truly believe this plan will work?”

Without hesitation Byrn replied, “If I did not believe it, then I would not have suggested it. None here more than me know what it is like to be a prisoner in Baj and I would not be willing to risk capture again if I did not believe this would work.”

Again the masters sat in silence for a time as each one carefully weighed their decision. Each wondered if the risk was worth taking and slowly they began to feel a small sense of hope. As a group, the Collective had been fighting the battles that they could, but they lacked the numbers or raw power to have any real chance of a lasting victory, but if they could add a grandmaster to their ranks, then it could be the first big step towards throwing off the kingdom’s shackles.

“Then I will support this endeavor,” Riona told them despite some clear hesitation.

The vote was unanimous among the masters although Skynryd and Levak went along grudgingly. Riona’s backing was enough to give Byrn and Alia a majority. The rest of the meeting was consumed by discussions of possible pitfalls followed by more discussions of who should be included in the breakout attempt. When they finished they decided on a two-person team consisting of Byrn and Alia. The fire magician was adamant that he could rescue Xander without risking anyone else's life, but Alia refused to allow a rescue attempt to take place without her involvement and placing two of the Collective’s five masters in danger was enough of a risk already.

When the meeting ended Alia asked Byrn to stay behind.

“I wanted to thank you for your help,” she told him with a gentle smile, “Saving my father is important to our cause, but it is equally as important to me as a daughter.” She leaned into Byrn and kissed him lightly on the cheek, then hurried off leaving the fire master alone to consider his good fortune.
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Everec Keep was a bustle of activity as the soldiers and miners-turned-militia prepared for the orc siege. The orcs would be upon them within the next day or two and the two highest ranking nobles, Lady Marian and the knight-magician Byrn Lightfoot, were nowhere to be seen. Following their disappearances a month earlier, Sari and a handful of delegates were left to coordinate the city’s defenses.

Donovan restlessly watched the southern pass that the orcs would have to take to reach Everec. He hoped the elf would finish with her war meeting soon and return to brief the troops that grew more restless with each day of waiting, and if pressed he would be forced to admit that he was drawn to her. There was something about Sari that Donovan found comforting. It was more than just her elven beauty; her very presence filled him with a sense of calm. Donovan laughed to himself. Considering the danger they would soon be facing from the war-hungry orcs, the scout leader needed all of the feelings of calm and well being he could find no matter the source.

“By the goddess’ girdle! Did you see that?” shouted one of the guardsmen patrolling the wall. Donovan reached for his bow and began surveying the horizon for signs of trouble when he realized the man was pointing at something within the city’s walls instead of beyond them as he had expected.

Donovan followed the guardsman’s finger, but saw nothing amiss. The man was pointing at Byrn Lightfoot’s tower where an old man and a woman stood in the yard. The tower had been empty except for the house butler who kept the tower maintained for the last few weeks in the magician’s absence. Still there was nothing terribly surprising about two people standing in the courtyard.

Then a moment of recognition caused a smile to pass over Donovan’s lips. The people there meant little to him. He did not recognize the man at all, but he knew the woman was of some importance and would matter to someone he cared for. It was Dame Marian Lightfoot.

“They just appeared out of thin air!” the guardsman continued.

“At ease, soldier. Everything is fine,” Donovan assured the man. “Eyes back on the wall,” he said even as he left his position and nimbly raced down the wall’s stone staircase to greet the newcomers, fearing they might vanish like mist in the sun.

The tower was within the manor grounds and Donovan had to race through the temporary shelters set up for the mountain land’s refugees fleeing the advancing orc army to get there. The shelters were filled with mostly women, children, and the elderly. Most of the men and some of the women more inclined to the warrior’s path chose to join up with Everec’s guard. Every able-bodied sword arm would be needed for there to be any hope of overcoming the orcs.

Several minutes later Donovan reached the pair near the tower who was already being greeted by several of the guard captains. He was gratified to see that his guess about the new arrival was correct. He did not know the middle-aged brunette well, but he was familiar enough with the lady of the manor to recognize her on site. “Welcome home, Lady Lightfoot,” Donovan said with a short bow, “You have been sorely missed.”

“Thank you, soldier…”

“Pardon me, my lady. I am Donovan Surefoot, one of your scout squad leaders.”

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Marian assured him, “and this is… Sane.” The elder man nodded to Donovan, but said nothing. Marian continued, “The guard captains tell me that the orc threat is far greater than we first thought before I left. Do you know where we can find Sarianna?”

“Yes, my lady, she is in discussions concerning the city’s defenses as we speak,” Donovan told her. Seeing the shocked look on Lady Marian’s face, Donovan added apologetically, “I am certain she meant no disrespect, Lady Lightfoot. No one knew where you went or how to get in contact with you and our situation is quite desperate. I can assure you that Sari- Lady Sarianna- has been beside herself with worry for you.”

“No, Donovan, you misunderstand,” Marian sighed regretfully, “I should have been here instead of attending to a personal matter.”

“Do not judge your actions too harshly,” came an older man’s voice from behind Donovan. He turned to see one of the city council leaders, Aldyd Grailsaber, coming up behind him along with Sari and several other city officials. “We are just happy that you have returned in our time of need... and brought a powerful ally with you. His strength will be needed.” Aldyd nodded to Sane who appeared not to acknowledge the compliment.

Sari extended her hand and when Marian took it the elf pulled her in to embrace her friend. “It is good to have you back with us,” Sari told her, “and you as well, Sane.” She hugged the decidedly older man as well and Donovan had to fight back a surge of jealousy. Sari pushed the old man away so she could get a better look at his face. “Did something happen?” she asked with deep concern.

Sane looked to Marian who turned her head and appeared very interested in something Aldyd was telling her. To Sari, Sane whispered, “We have much to discuss. The kingdom…” He faltered noticing Donovan’s gaze upon him and simply promised, “Later, when we have some time alone.”

Oblivious to their conversation Aldyd declared nearly beaming, “With the king’s own magician on our side, those orcs stand little chance against us now.” Donovan took a step back in surprise. A magician? His mother told him stories when he was young about the deadly magicians and how they ruled the world with an iron fist. The scary thing was that no matter how hard the Kenzai tried there were always more magicians out there, hiding in the shadows and plotting ways to take back the land that they once ruled.

He regarded the old man with Lady Lightfoot in a new light- a harsher light. How could he have failed to recognize the man’s sinister nature before? Under Sane’s green cloak he wore simple garb similar to that of a merchant or another profession used to city living, but at his side was strapped a small staff. Yes, it was definitely a staff. At first glance Donovan thought the old man was carrying a cudgel, but he was clearly mistaken.

Then he remembered something the guard on the wall had said when he first spotted the pair. It was something about them appearing out of the air- magic!

Donovan looked from Sari to Aldyd to Lady Marian and he was surprised to see that none of them cared that a magician was standing in their midst. They even seemed to welcome his presence! The scout made a quick excuse about returning to his watch on the wall and hurried away.

Hours passed as Donovan stewed over the unexpected arrival of the magician. It made sense that Lady Marian would not mind the magician’s presence. Her son was one as well. She probably got her position by cavorting with secret magicians of influence. Sari was the Lady’s friend.
Did she know these magical miscreants as well?
He wondered. She must.

The sun was dipping below the horizon when his relief from the watch came. It was another of the scout leaders- Lechance Swiftstride.

“Well met,” said Donovan as Chance cleared the stony stairway to the top of the wall.

“Well met, indeed,” Chance said in return clasping his replacement at the wrist in greeting. “Have you heard that Lady Lightfoot has returned to lead us?”

Donovan nodded, “Yes. In fact, I had the pleasure of greeting her upon her arrival… and her friend too.”

“Is it true?” Chance whispered conspiratorially, “Is he…?”

“A magician?” guessed Donovan. “Yes.”

“It makes me nervous,” admitted Chance. “I guess we should be happy to have a magician on our side especially if Sari’s estimation of the orcs is accurate, but I am unsure. What if he turns on us?”

Donovan thought on it for a minute, but could come up with no solution. “There is little that we can do except to be vigilant from threats from within as well as without.”

Chance added, “Vigilant… and ready to act if need be.”

 


***

 


It was late that night when Sari rendezvoused with Sane in Byrn’s tower. The tower remained empty since Byrn vanished making it the perfect place for the elf and sorcerer to meet privately. When Sari arrived she found the old sorcerer staring out a window overlooking Everec. Campfires dotted the refugee camp illuminating the dark streets and making shadows dance with the wind.

“It is a chill night,” Sane remarked as he surveyed the mountain city. The stone of the window frame was cold to the touch. “Winter will be upon us soon.”

Sari pulled her cloak tighter to hold off the cold of the night wind. She joined Sane by the window. It reminded her of the time they watched over Colum as the ogres attacked the city. Many lives were lost that night, but the ogres were defeated. She hoped that Everec would fare as well though the threat was much greater.

“You are in a dark mood tonight,” she observed.

“My thoughts have been dark for some time now,” he admitted. His voice was tinged with a hint of sadness. However, even Sane was unsure if his sadness stemmed from the loss of his sister or the realization that he wasted half his life in service of a kingdom that would never truly accept him.

“Marian told me that you have renounced your fealty to the king… and that you killed someone.” She slipped her hand into Sane’s icy palm. “Tell me what happened,” she told him, not unkindly.

Sane released a breath he did not realize he had been holding and let the wall he had carefully erected around himself fall away. For nearly forty years, he regarded Sari as a companion, a true friend, and at times in their long history as something more. He could hide nothing from her, nor would he ever consider trying. “It began a month ago when I heard a report of a cell of magicians being discovered and eradicated near Lion’s Landing,” Sane told the elf. He explained how he came to Everec looking for Byrn and found Marian Lightfoot mourning her son. Then Sane told her of his resolution to break ties with the kingdom and how he murdered the assassin who killed his sister. “I have been fooling myself for a long time, thinking that my obedience would mean a brighter future for other magicians somewhere down the road, but it is not true,” Sane said by way of an explanation for his actions, “Avelice knew it was a lie and so did her students that were murdered, only I was foolish enough not to see it. Marian thinks I was wrong for killing the man who murdered my sister, but I feel like I am only now just starting to see things as they truly are.

“I was motivated by grief and revenge at the time, but I do not regret killing Bertran even now. If I had nothing, then instead of being punished for his crimes, the assassin would have been rewarded for the deaths he caused, and to add insult to injury the reward would come from the man who will one day become king of Aurelia, and who I will one day be expected to bend my knee to. I could not allow that injustice to stand and I cannot allow Janus to become the next king.”

The elf sighed in acceptance as if this course of action had been clear to her all along. Cautiously, she warned Sane, “If you do this, you will be branded a traitor to the crown. There will be no safe harbor for you anywhere and the symbol of the kingdom being destroyed by a magician would only mean more difficult times for magicians in general.”

“Things cannot get much worse than they are now. The prince plans to make us all into mindless puppets forced to jump as he pulls our strings. I would prefer death to that.” Sane gave a short and tired laugh. He rubbed his eyes as if he was trying to banish the weariness he had been feeling of late. “But all hope is not lost. There is another member of the Aurel line who would be king if Janus was not in the way… and he is a magician.

“It was twenty one years ago and I was well ingratiated as a member of the king’s court at the time as the kingdom’s first free magician. Queen Wendi had given birth to a healthy baby boy. It was a difficult birth and the queen would never be able to carry another child again, but mother and child both survived and the kingdom rejoiced at the birth of the second prince for a full week.”

“Yes, I remember,” Sari cut in, “It was around the same time that I came to Aurelia following after you in search of adventure. The newborn prince died in his sleep as can happen occasionally with newborn humans. The news was followed by a month of mourning in the capital.” She stared at Sane intently and his face must have given away some clue as to what was about to come next, because Sari caught his eye and asked with some accusation, “The baby did not die. Did he?”

Sane forced a humorless smile. “No, he did not. The Aurel line is inclined towards magic. Long ago, they even had a magician in their line, King Fantyn Aurel, who eased restrictions on magicians during his reign, but ruled ruthlessly causing a backlash against magicians after his death. After Fantyn’s time every newborn child of the royal line was tested in secret for magical aptitude and any that were discovered were drowned. Their deaths would be covered up as accidents or determined to be of natural causes, but not this time.

“In her despair that she would never have another child, Queen Wendi convinced me to steal her baby away and put him somewhere that he would be safe before he would be drowned. I did as she asked and gave him to Kellen so that not even I would know where the baby prince was. The prince was replaced with another babe and no one was the wiser.”

“So if we go to Colum, then we can find out from Kellen where the child went from there,” Sari deduced. “This could turn out to be quite the adventure.” She paced back and forth with excitement, her earlier trepidation forgotten for the moment.

Sane grinned at the elf’s sudden shift in mood, and this time it was genuine. Sometimes her carefree attitude reminded him of a child, belying Sari’s true age. “There is no need, I have already found him. Byrn Lightfoot is the magician-prince. His heritage is the real reason he was forgiven for his prison escape and why King Kale made him a vassal of Warlord Nightwind. They hoped to bring him into the fold even if Byrn, himself, was unaware of his noble lineage.”

Sari stopped pacing and stood with her mouth agape. She started to say something twice, but stopped herself both times without uttering a word. Finally she decided, “I need a cold mug of beer,” but looking around the simple room could find none. Then another thought popped into her head and she wondered, “Does Marian know all of this?”

Sane shook his head in the negative. “Marian and I have never been on good terms,” he admitted, “and after I killed Bertran right in front of her… Well, let me just say I am surprised she did not sell me out to the Kenzai right then and there. I think she was still in shock at the time or she thought I was her only hope of finding Byrn. Not that it mattered much. We had barely left the inn that they were using as a headquarters when they discovered the dead assassin and raised the alarm.

“Using my magic, we could have escaped at any time, but we needed to remain in Lion’s Landing to see if we could find out anything about the woman who took Byrn. There is an unspoken bond between magicians and priests although their magic comes only from Ashura. Often times rogue magicians will mark transportation runes at or near the life temples giving them a safe and secluded place to transport to inside a city. It was my hope that someone at the Lion’s Landing temple would be able to tell me more about this mystery woman.

“Marian and I dodged in and out of alleyways to avoid the Kenzai as they searched for us. Their numbers were small enough that I had little to fear from any except the most advanced of their order, but I did not want to start a fight in the middle of the city and give any temple priests cause not to help me.

“It took the better part of the day to get to the temple safely, but once there I was able to find some clue as to the young woman’s identity. One of the priests knew the woman as Alia Necros and told me to seek her out in Marchess.”

“The old gambling town?” Sari asked incredulously, “I am rather surprised you did not come back for me!”

“You know that I would have if I could,” Sane said appeasingly. Sari knew the transportation spell had its limitations, so he did not have to convince her. “We returned to my keep in Mollifas ever so briefly so that I could collect everything I had of value before leaving for good without so much as a goodbye to King Kale.” Sane shook the pack that had been strapped to his back. “From there we were off to Marchess. We spent weeks searching for any sign of Byrn or his abductor, but came up with nothing.

“With our leads exhausted and Marian’s growing concern over the state of things here, I agreed to return her here and hoped to convince you to come with me instead. I may not be able to find Byrn, but I can spread the truth about him. It will seem as rumors at first, but it will spread throughout the kingdom like a raging wild fire. Then when I kill Janus, Byrn will be able to come forward and take his place at the king’s side whether I am the one to find him or not. He would be the only legitimate heir to the crown.” Sane spoke softly as he spoke the words that he knew were treasonous. A part of him thought he might be a madman, but he saw no other way.

“You will still be an outcast,” Sari warned him.

“I know. When everything is over, I think I would like to retire someplace far away from the kingdom like Raiden or Tempest.”

Sari considered what the magician said, “I cannot leave these people as an orcen army comes for them and I have a feeling that even if you refuse to support the kingdom any longer that you cannot leave these people to be killed. The orcs are coming with four thousand soldiers and we have two hundred. Councilor Aldyd sent a request to Silvering for more men, but without a missive from Marian they ignored our request and it is too late now for help to arrive in time. Besides if you are going to travel the countryside singing tales of the secret magician-prince and the plight of magicians, then you will need to make a name for yourself with the common folk and having the people of the mountains at your back is not a bad place to start.”

Sane looked out the tower window overlooking the mountain city once more, but this time he looked past the streets below and even beyond the walls that protected Everec. There was the faint glow of fire off in the distance that could only be the orcs coming steadily closer.

“They can’t win this fight with only two hundred men,” Sane mused, “The city will have to be abandoned.”

“Plans are in the works and Aldyd is making the case to Marian,” Sari assured him.

“Do you know why they are attacking?” Sane asked as he tried to estimate how long it would take them to get to Everec. The orcs would be upon these people soon.

“No idea. We only know they are killing any humans they come across as they approach and in addition to vastly superior numbers they are armed with siege weaponry. All of the mining colonies between the Dread Marsh and here have been plundered and razed.”

 


***

 


Donovan silently descended the stairway of the tower. He had followed Sari to make sure that the magician did not try to harm her, but what he heard was alarming to say the least. The sorcerer planned to kill Prince Janus and place a magician on the throne in his place. He would probably kill the king too while he was at it! To make matters worse, Sari, who he believed to be a trustworthy and noble woman, was in league with this man.

He had to do something, but what? They needed every able man and woman to fight back the coming orcs if there was any hope of survival. Maybe Donovan would get lucky and Sane would be killed in the coming conflict, but if not then he would have to be prepared to do whatever was necessary to ensure the safety of Aurelia.

As he left the tower and skulked across the grounds he headed for the barracks. Chance would be sleeping now, but he needed to hear of this. Then the two men could decide how to handle the magician together.

 

  

Chapter 11

 


 


 


 


The cave entrance towered over them like the maw of a great beast and the sun rose in the eastern sky casting a long shadow over the magicians. It was Alia's rune, crafted years ago that brought them to this cave not far from Colum.

“I know this place,” Byrn told her placing his hand on the cave's wall as if he was testing it to make sure it was real. It was a piece of his past from a time that, although it was only a few years earlier, it felt like it was a lifetime away. “A pack of ogres used to live here. They always gave Colum a wide berth and we did the same with their cave. My father told me once that the guards would not attack it for fear that the cost of life of clearing them out would be too high, so we had to be content with the knowledge that as long as we left them alone, they would do the same for us.

“One day they were driven mad by a magician who held a grudge against Colum... or maybe just people in general and my hometown happened to be an easy target. That was the day that I first realized that I could wield magic. That was also the night that my life was changed forever. I ended up in Baj for accidentally killing nine people and the magician who set the attack in motion was never caught.”

“I am sorry,” Alia said with a somber note to her voice. She put her hand on Byrn’s shoulder to comfort him, but he barely noticed. “The gods work mysteriously at times, but if you think about it maybe that was the best thing that could have happened to you. If not for that event, you may have never discovered your true potential.”

Byrn continued as if she had not said anything, lost in his own memories. “For the longest time I felt cursed by that day. It seemed that fate had conspired against me to take everything I cared about away, but now,” Byrn paused looking for the right words, “now I still feel that loss, but I could no longer imagine myself as being anything other than I am now. If the ogres never attacked, then I would have moved away from Colum as a journeyman courier. At the time it seemed that a life where avoiding the occasional bandit would be all the excitement that I would ever need, but at some point doing the fantastic- things that I never thought were possible- has become commonplace. Spending time with you and others like us in a community of magicians has made me feel at ease with who I am and if things had unfolded differently, then I would not have grown into the person you see before you. Does that make sense?”

Alia only nodded. Her mind seemed to be in another place.

After a time they made their way to the lake although the term “lake” did not do the body of water justice. It was a great lake, larger across than many rivers, and would take a full day for them to reach the opposite end on foot where they guessed the sewer tunnel was located. The side they were on was often trafficked by Colum’s residents and as Byrn had never seen anything like a sewer tunnel emptying out on this side, then it must be on the opposite side of the lake where no one ever went except on occasional hunting expeditions when food was scarce.

Byrn calmed his mind easily focusing his thoughts dispassionately on his outward magic so that instead of generating fire as was his natural tendency he dropped the temperature in the air several degrees and froze a portion of the lake before them large enough that they could walk out on it. Byrn was the first to test his icy construct and, finding it satisfactory, held his hand out for Alia who took it as Byrn helped her aboard.

“Hold on to me,” he told her, releasing her hand and offering his arm in its place.

“What for?” she asked.

In answer a powerful gust of wind blew across the lake that nearly pushed Alia off her feet on the slippery surface and she instinctively grabbed onto Byrn’s outstretched arm as their impromptu ice raft pushed away from the shore.

Alia shivered and pulled her cloak tightly around her slender body, but Byrn barely felt the cold touch his skin. “I’m going to summon another wind to push us along more quickly,” he told Alia and she responded by snuggling into his arm to his gratification.

“Do you mind,” she asked nudging closer to him, and he indicated that he did not. “You’re so warm,” she said and pressed her body against him, which only seemed to intensify his own inner heat. “It must be a perk of being a master of fire.”

It was, but Byrn did not tell her, preferring to let her draw her own conclusions.

In this way, Byrn and Alia made their way across the lake in about an hour instead of the day it would have taken to walk around it. Alia appeared happy to disembark from the ice raft, but the ride was over all too soon for Byrn.

From this point the pair of magicians would need to search on foot for the sewer’s entrance. They did not speak much as they spent the next hour or so moving up and down the shoreline that was in the general direction of Baj. The view of the prison was largely obstructed due to the tree line that blocked their view. Each magician reflected on the events that transpired in Colum four years ago and their decidedly different roles in that fight.

The sun was setting while the magicians continued to search along the edge of the lake looking in any area that had an overgrowth of plants or forestation leading into the lake, believing that the sewer entrance must be hidden, but the tunnel’s entrance still eluded them.

The moon grew fat in the sky overhead. It was a cloudless night and the moon’s reflected light in the lake helped to light the night as the hours passed. It was hours later and they were discussing where to set up camp for the night when Alia found the sewer run off hidden behind some large bushes and an overhang of rock and dirt. The pipe was large enough for a single person to enter hunched over, but was blocked by a metal grate. Byrn tested it and found that it was held securely in place.

“I was beginning to doubt that it was here at all,” Alia told him. The relief in her voice was undeniable and Byrn did not have the heart to tell her that he was thinking the same thing.

Instead, he simply agreed, “It was very well hidden.”

“Can you burn through the bars?” Alia asked looking over Byrn's shoulder as he examined the grating.

“I think so, but maybe we should wait until morning. The flame or smoke could draw someone’s attention.”

Alia considered their options. “We should do it now. If we burn through the bars now, then someone might see the glow of the flames, but if we wait then we run the risk of being spotted by any patrols that might pass through here.”

“I do not relish the idea of being caught unaware or staying awake all night and being too tired to properly defend ourselves should the need arise,” Byrn conceded, “Can you move back by the bushes? I don’t want to risk accidentally burning you.” After Alia moved a safe distance away Byrn created a fire dagger and pressed it against the top of the middle bar. He held it and moved it slowly against the bar as he willed a constant flow of magic through the construct. Unlike an actual dagger there was no resistance as the fire construct licked against the bar, but it still took a minute before the top of the pole was melted through. Byrn was pleased to see that only a few small clouds of smoke were created by his cutting and he hoped that no one would see them rising.

Byrn was halfway through the bottom half of the bar when Alia reappeared from the bushes. “There are some people approaching in a small boat. How close are you?”

“Not much longer. Did they see you?” Byrn kept working on the bottom end.

Alia considered the question briefly, “I don’t think so. It is probably the glow of the fire that is attracting them.”

The bar fell into the sewage tunnel with a loud clang. Alia hissed at the sound and sneaked a peek through the bushes. “They are looking this way,” she whispered. Then added, “They are paddling towards us.”

Byrn looked out. The men were still far away. It would take them a quarter hour or more to get to the grating even at a full row. “We still have some time. If we make no more noise and replace the grate, they may think that nothing is amiss.” Byrn squeezed through the opening and smiled wryly at his cohort. “Are you coming?”

Alia climbed through with much less difficulty. “Let us continue.”

“Not yet,” Byrn told her. He squeezed past her so that he was at the grating and grabbed the bar and held it in place with one hand while he touched the top end with his staff. A small but intense flame sprang forth and lightly melted the bar back in place. “Now if those men do make it here they will see nothing out of the ordinary.” He did not speak the new fear that suddenly sprang to his mind. What if there was an entrance into the sewers from within the prison?

Byrn led the way through the tunnel. A soft glow emanated from his staff lighting the way ahead of them. Although it hardly mattered as they traveled for miles before coming to the first point where the pipe split. They stood in front of three possible paths. Alia placed her hand against the wall and said, “Come forth, Sprite Alphene,” and when she removed her hand a bright gold sprite sprang forth as if she had been hiding under Alia’s palm the whole time.

“This place smells!” exclaimed the sprite covering her nose. Her golden head twisted back and forth taking in her surroundings. “Is this a sewer?” Alphene screeched. Her tiny, high-pitched voice sounded overly harsh.

“Alphene, I need you to find my father, Xander Necros.”

The sprite flitted from one tunnel to the next before returning to the magicians. To Alia she said, “You owe me a great favor for this,” and wiggled a tiny finger in the woman's face. “I want a bushel of lavender, honeysuckle, and jasmine the next time you summon me.”

“You have my word,” Alia told her without hesitation and Byrn guessed that Alia found Alphene's demanding attitude as endearing as he did the sprite, Lauralee's sweet nature, such was the nature of such magical contracts.

Cheered for the moment, Alphene flew down the center tunnel. “This way,” she yelled back as her faint glow quickly started to shrink down the tunnel. The magicians followed, but found the going got more difficult the further they went. The tunnel rose at a slight incline that made it difficult for the humans to traverse through the sludge.

After a half hour the smell was so strong that Byrn covered his nose by pulling the side of his hood so that it covered half of his face. Alia pinched her nose shut and covered her mouth with the palm of her hand. Alphene kept repeating several words that Byrn did not recognize fiercely which he was fairly certain were swears in the sprite tongue.

An hour passed and the trio started heading up a steeper slope and each magician took to one side of the cramped tunnel to avoid the grime that flowed past them. They used their staves for purchase to keep their footing for the long climb until it finally started to level out.

Byrn began to feel safer that the men who were crossing the lake were not pursuing them, since they had heard no signs of pursuit from the tunnels behind them and he would have breathed a sigh of relief if it would not have required inhaling a lungful of the fecal smell that was intent on finding its way into his nose.

Alphene flew up a tunnel to the right with Byrn and Alia not far behind. When the magicians caught up to her she asked Alia to carry her through the next tunnel, because the sprite was feeling nauseous. “We are not far,” Alphene's voice was soft as a whisper and she put her little hand to her forehead theatrically.

A half hour more and Alphene called a stop announcing, “We are here.” She flew straight up into a small hole in the tunnel ceiling, but lacked the gusto she had a few hours earlier. A shout of surprise came from up the opening. Alia looked to Byrn hopefully and he nodded, recognizing the voice of Xander Necros. He was a mere dozen feet above them.

Alphene returned. Her golden light was a dim shimmer of its former bright glow. “He is going to stand as far away from the privy as he can.” To Alia the sprite said, “I have stayed far too long. The smell of human dung will probably never come out of my hair!”

“Understood,” Alia took the sprite's hand gingerly with her finger in a sign of appreciation. “You have my deepest thanks, Alphene. Rest assured I will repay this debt to you with the loveliest flowers I can find.” The sprite grew bright for a second and vanished for her long deserved rest.

“The rest is up to us,” Byrn said unable to completely mask his nervousness. Everything was going as planned, but he could not shake the feeling of dread that lingered being so close to the prison. He lifted his staff up so that it touched a piece of the stonework just to the right of the opening leading to Xander's cell and Alia did the same on the left side. They joined their free hands in the middle and began to chant so that their minds were centered as one. Energy poured from their staves and filled the opening. After a few minutes the hole began to expand, slowly at first as the elementalist and the enchantress worked the manipulation spell, but growing rapidly so that the hole expanded three times its size, nearly two feet wide when they were finished.

“I am coming down,” the hushed voice of Xander Necros echoed down the shaft. The faint sounds of scratching and exertion came from up the tunnel as Xander tried to brace himself as he descended. A shout came from the tunnel and a few seconds later Xander came crashing down into the tunnel, landing hard in the filth with a heavy grunt.

Alia abruptly stopped the spell and the tunnel became a small hole once more. She hugged her father ignoring the flow of refuse around them. Xander looked to Byrn with an unasked question and he mouthed
Alia
causing the old necromancer's eyes to grow wide in surprise. He pushed the young lady away to look at her, “My darling, Alia? Is it really you?”

“Yes, daddy,” she said her voice trembled with emotion. Tears ran down the woman's face and she hugged her father, the man stolen from her seventeen years earlier, all the more tightly.

Before long Xander could not contain his own tears as the joy of being reunited with his daughter along with his escape overwhelmed him. After some time both of the magicians regained their composure. This was a side of Xander and Alia that Byrn never imagined truly existed in either of them and he felt like an uneasy observer watching something transpire that was far more personal than he had a right to witness.

“Are the others nearby?” Byrn asked about his former cellmates hoping to bring the father and daughter back to the present and the precarious situation that they were still in.

The old necromancer took a minute to compose himself before answering. “Ryonus is in the cell next to mine.” Xander looked at the holes above him and pointed to one.

“And the others?” Byrn asked.

Xander shook his head, “Tell and Fredrik died in an escape attempt not long after you got out and Mantellus-”

“Mantellus somehow managed to escape too,” Byrn finished for him. “He is also dead.” Seeing Xander's curious expression, Byrn added, “We can discuss it later. Let us get Ryonus and leave this place.”

If Alia was confused by the mention of these other magicians, she made no indication. Instead she readied herself to cast the spell and free another of their brethren. Byrn and Alia cast the expansion spell once more, extending the hole much more quickly this time now that they were more in tune with each other while casting the spell together. “Hurry up, Ryonus!” Byrn shouted.

Ryonus handled the descent much more adeptly than Xander did. The master of manipulation landed on his feet with a splash in the muck kicking brown refuse up on the other magicians especially the younger pair who had been working the spell.

The sounds of other prisoners calling below to be rescued came through some of the other tunnels. “We should leave quickly,” Xander suggested. “The fools above will give us away.”

“We planned on rescuing Tell and Fredrik too,” Byrn told them, “We have an extra rune if there is anyone else nearby we can take.”

The voices of guards yelling could be heard coming from the holes in the ceiling a minute later as they discovered two of their prisoners missing.

“No, we should go,” Xander decided.

“I had hoped for more time,” Byrn told the others.

“We have done all we could,” Alia assured him, looking to Byrn who nodded in agreement after a moment.

“Stop them!” came a familiar voice from a mere fifty feet down the tunnel. The attire was different, but Byrn recognized Colum’s knight-captain, Kellen. A half dozen Kenzai guards who at his word charged the four magicians flanked Kellen. So they were spotted back at the lake, after all. Otherwise no one could have gotten down there so quickly.

Byrn stepped between his fellow magicians and the Kenzai before casting a wall of flames between the two groups. The sudden heating of the air seemed to make the stench a thousand times worse and Byrn was suddenly wishing he had erected a wall of ice instead.

To Byrn’s surprise the flame wall started to die down against his will. It only took a moment for him to realize that the Kenzai were absorbing the magic powering the flames. Byrn pressed his will harder, focusing and growing the fire just to keep the blaze going. The heat picked up in intensity and Byrn felt a momentary sense of relief that was instantly squashed when Kellen, brandishing a pair of blue-white glowing plate gloves, burst through the flames.

“We need to go!” shouted Alia and she placed a hand on her father's shoulder. A moment later they were gone.

Byrn released the fire spell and pulled the rune from his cloak in one hand while grabbing Ryonus about the waist with his staff-wielding arm. He felt his body thrown into Ryonus’ as he worked the transportation spell. Then they were floating in the void and Byrn’s body was suddenly racked in pain as it was being torn apart. He could see Ryonus holding onto him tightly and was marveled to see the man’s body unraveling like he was made of yarn and being pulled apart at the edges and seams and he knew the same thing was happening to him.

What had Kellen done?
Byrn wondered as he tried to fight through the pain and focus his mind enough to put them back together.

Kellen.

The stark realization that Kellen was in the void holding onto Byrn just as tightly as Ryonus hit him.
So this is what happens when a magician tries to transport more than one person with him,
he thought blankly.

Then he felt a sudden pulling as they were all being drawn back to the real world. Byrn did his best to set aside the pain and the fear that suddenly became his existence. He could not dare think about what would happen if they left the void ripped in tatters as they were. The young master magician reached out to those with him and began mentally reconstructing his fellow travelers and himself as much as he could before being pushed back into their own realm. His last thought was that he hoped he had done enough as their bodies came crashing back into the world of man.
  

Chapter 12

 


 


 


 


Alia and Xander Necros stood trapped in a dungeon cell before Tomlin, who regarded them with a smug grin. “Well, well. It looks like I caught some very powerful magicians.” The bard stretched his arms over his head. “I kind of like being the one with the power...”

“You are not as funny as you think you are, Tomlin,” Alia chastised her apprentice. “Now unlock the cell and let us out.”

Tomlin shrugged and laughed discarding his thinly worn mask of captor, “As you wish, my lady.” He unlocked the cell and released Alia and Xander. When Xander exited the cell Tomlin took his hand and shook it. “It is an honor to meet you, sir. Alia has told me great things about you.” Then the self-proclaimed bard realized that something was amiss. “Where is Byrn?” he asked surprised at his own genuine concern.

As if in answer to his question Byrn, Ryonus, and Kellen reappeared in the dungeon cell of the Collective’s castle landing in a mass of pain stricken bodies. Ryonus and Kellen held onto Byrn like he was a life preserver with pain etched across their faces. Byrn began to heave air at first, but soon he was vomiting uncontrollably. Kellen and Ryonus followed suit a moment later until the cell smelled of filth and bile.

Defying his olfactory senses, Tomlin entered the cell and pulled the men off of Byrn. Once his friend was free of their grip he pulled Byrn out of the cell. Following Tomlin’s lead, Xander and Alia each grabbed one of Ryonus’ arms and hauled him out of the cell.

“Close and lock that cell,” Xander ordered Tomlin and the young man moved to obey, but Alia stopped him.

“Belay that order, Tomlin,” she ordered. The bard wondered if she saw the flash of anger, then surprise on her father’s face. If she did, then she ignored it. “Move that man to another cell while he is still incapacitated. We still need this one available for transportation spells and, frankly, it will need a good cleaning.”

Tomlin acknowledged her order and did as she commanded. He noticed a slight grin crease the old grandmaster’s face and Tomlin guessed that the man’s momentary disapproval was replaced with pride at his child.

 


***

 


It was dawn by the time Byrn and Ryonus were resting comfortably in beds. Their prisoner, Kellen, was also resting comfortably although Old Father Skynryd did not put much effort into healing the man. The Kenzai warrior would likely be killed once everything had settled down and the old healer did not want to expend much energy helping an enemy, but Alia insisted that the man not be allowed to succumb to his injuries although she refused to explain why.

Tomlin was watching over the sleeping Kenzai warrior- stripped of his magical armor and warhammer. He was vigilant for any sign that the man might wake up. He could have secret knowledge that might allow the Collective to find another way into Baj and instead of freeing one or two magicians they could free dozens- perhaps hundreds of skilled and powerful spell weavers. Then they would be a force to be reckoned with.

As he was thinking of this, Xander Necros entered the room. For an old man, he had a decidedly springy step. It was a little surprising to Tomlin that this old man could be Alia’s father. There were similarities in some of their mannerisms that were unmistakable, but Xander was easily fifty years older than Alia. Not many people had children that late in life. Then again not many magicians lived to be that old either. Most magicians were either captured during childhood and never learned much of magic or died before they reached thirty. Only the lucky few like Tomlin, who was discovered by Alia when he was twelve, were given a chance to learn magic and still live outside of the kingdom’s laws.

“You are my daughter’s apprentice, are you not?” Xander asked pensively. Tomlin nodded. “This might seem like a strange request, but can you tell me about her? I have not seen her since she was a little girl.”

“Of course, grandmaster,” Tomlin let the title roll off his tongue and watched the old man for any hint of a reaction, anything that might indicate that Xander Necros was not truly a grandmaster as Alia and some of the others believed. When there was no reaction, the self-styled bard continued. “Alia is a very strong and self-assured woman.” Tomlin chuckled as he thought of his master. “That may be an understatement. She is the most determined person I know and I cannot remember ever seeing her falter.

“Alia founded the Collective and secured this land right under the kingdom’s nose. She personally tracked down and brought nearly every magician here together especially the other masters who were terribly difficult to track down. She is also a master of enchantment and skilled in most of the other disciplines.”

Xander lightly clapped the young enchanter on the shoulder in a show of camaraderie. The old man’s touch was so gentle that Tomlin wondered if this man had any real power left in his aged frame. Still, maybe the grandmaster’s true measure would not be found in the power that he could wield, but in the knowledge he could pass on to the younger generations. “The old lore of the magicians said that we once had the power to rival the gods, but that is not the case any longer. Do you know if there was any truth to those tales or is it all just myth and legend used to scare the normal children at bed time?”

“It is true in a way. Long, long ago magicians did wage war on the gods and even managed to kill many of them so that only a handful of them remain, but at that time magic was widely accepted and everyone could use it, unlike now where it can only be wielded by a small number of special people. Back then there were a hundred thousand magicians to every god. Put in those terms it tends to lessen the imagined power of the magicians, but that does not make as good a story does it?”

Tomlin clenched his fists at his sides. “So it was all just a story! Old Skynryd told me that vast amounts of knowledge had been lost since those times and that is why we are so much weaker in comparison to those old tales! I thought-!” The bard fell silent and looked at his feet while the old man waited patiently for Tomlin to collect his thoughts. Finally a more contrite Tomlin admitted, “That was unseemly of me. I am usually much better at keeping my emotions in check. It is just that I thought rescuing you would be a turning point for us and now you tell me that the old stories are lies and that there is not much difference between a master and grandmaster.”

The grandmaster of necromancy smiled a wicked grin at the bard, “I’m not sure that is exactly what I said. Many of the legends and songs you may have heard about the grandmasters of old are all too true. There is a great deal of difference in both knowledge and power between what I can do and what you consider a master. Just as a student would be foolish to challenge his master, likewise today’s masters would be foolish to try and best one such as myself. One day soon you will behold the power at my disposal and you will not be disappointed.

“I have had years to do nothing, but think and plan. A thousand ideas on how to deal with Aurelia and its Kenzai warriors were considered and discarded. I was a fool to ever think that we could live beside those who hate and fear us, but my imprisonment has shown me the error of my ways. It was a momentary lapse in judgment that caused me to show them mercy and I will not make such a mistake again. We are going to build an army and take control of Aurelia. The Collective is a good start and will help us immeasurably, but it is only a beginning. We will force the kingdom to its knees and we will become the rulers of man!”
  

Chapter 13

 


 


 


 


Byrn awoke for the second time in his room after nearly dying, but this time he found he was not alone. Alia sat by his bed with her nose buried in a book. She did not know he was awake yet and Byrn took the moment to study the woman sitting at his bedside. She was beautiful, to be sure. Her soft features stood in stark contrast to the hard personality that developed over years of being on her own and a requirement of leading a group like the Collective, but she was not always so distant. It was rare, but at times she would let her guard down and a woman of not just determination, but compassion would reveal herself. It was this combination of strength and softness that drew Byrn to her as he had never been drawn to anyone before.

“How long have I been out?” Byrn asked trying to sit up. He grunted at the Herculean effort required to perform the simple task. His body ached all over in a general sense of pain like his entire body was one exposed nerve. His stomach turned and he thought he was going to be sick, but his belly was thankfully empty and soon the feeling passed.

Alia smiled and left her book to sit at the foot of his bed. “Less than a day,” she told him. Her eyes were red with exhaustion betraying the sleepless night she must have experienced waiting by his side.

“You’ve been here all night,” Byrn stated. It was not a question.

She took his hand in hers gently. Her touch was soft and caused a tingle to course up his arm. Byrn hoped he was not blushing, but he guessed he was because Alia broke eye contact and looked at her lap. “It was the least I could do. You risked your life for me- nearly died for me- I should have waited for you before transporting.”

“There was no way you could have stopped what happened,” Byrn assured her, “and everything worked out, didn’t it? How is Xander?”

“He seems to grow stronger by the moment,” she spoke with relief. “Deep down I never believed we could truly defeat the Kenzai though I never would have admitted it. At best I thought we might make a safer place for magicians to hide like a secret community, but with the kingdom and Kenzai growing more aggressive, I feared even that would be impossible. However, now that we have powerful magicians like you and father at our disposal I can finally dare to hope.”

“Alia, you never struck me as the sentimental type,” Byrn joked.

She responded with a flick to Byrn’s ear causing him to cry out in surprise from the tenderness of the lobe to the delight of the woman. Alia smirked, “Do not tease me, Firemas.”

“Never again,” he promised, rubbing his throbbing ear.

Alia leaned in and hugged Byrn for an unbearably short time before pulling away. “Ryonus has already recovered and now that you have too we will celebrate our success at Baj. You are one of the guests of honor, so you better be sure to attend.”

 


***

 


Magicians laughed and danced to the music of Tomlin and other “bards” as each took turns playing for their friends and colleagues. It was not a dinner filled with pomp and ceremony and there were no exquisite delicacies prepared by artisan chefs as the noble houses were accustomed to, but what the Collective lacked in fanciful dining they made up for with merriment and good company. The whole affair reminded Byrn more of a lively tavern than the dinner he had at the king’s palace after saving the warlord’s daughter. During that meal he was questioned and tested to see if he might have the proper mindset to be a royal magician, although he did not know the king’s intentions at the time. Now there was no one judging him. Byrn could simply enjoy the celebration.

He sat at a table in the center of the room with Levak and Skynryd drinking beer, but Byrn was not paying attention to their conversation. His attention was solely focused on the raven-haired woman across the room holding a mug and laughing at something that Ryonus said. He felt a pang of jealousy watching them together. Ryonus was not someone that Byrn would normally consider as a rival for a woman’s affections given their age difference, but considering that Alia was six years older than Byrn and about the same number of years younger than Ryonus, she could reasonably choose between either man if that was her desire.

“Quite a lady, that one,” Levak mentioned raising his own mug in Alia’s direction, snapping Byrn’s attention back to the mustachioed man.

“Indeed,” Byrn agreed with a hefty slush of beer down his throat causing the two older men to burst out laughing.

Before Byrn could ask what the joke was Skynryd blurted out, “He sure is a love sick pup!” causing the pair to laugh at Byrn’s expense some more.

“Is this how you treat a hero, old man?” Tomlin asked them and took a seat next to Byrn, his stint on stage finished for the moment. “I don’t mind admitting I was afraid you were going to die when you transported in all messed up like that.”

“Well if Lady Alia isn’t interested, it sounds like Tomlin might want to be your girlfriend,” Levak suggested with a wily grin. Skynryd spit out his beer as a fit of laughter exploded from his lips.

Tomlin’s face was twisted up and looked like he was about to deliver some clever retort, when instead a light seemed to gleam in his eyes and a squirrelly smile creased his face. “You have a thing for the boss-lady? Good on you,” he added putting an arm around Byrn, “There is nothing like watching a man try to overcome a great challenge.”

“You think he has a chance?” Levak finished off his mug and began pouring another.

“Not a chance,” Tomlin assured them, “but that doesn’t mean he should not try.”

“Yes, listen to the kid, Byrn, because no one knows more about women than a fifteen year old boy.” Skynryd smacked his hand on the table and laughed righteously.

“I certainly know more than some dried out old priest,” returned Tomlin causing the rest of the table to break out in laughter, but they all quieted as Alia and Xander Necros approached.

“You boys are enjoying yourselves,” noted Xander with humor, “What is so funny?”

“We were just discussing the fairer sex,” offered Levak with a twirl of his ‘stache.

“Really?” Alia placed a hand on the table so that she had to lean over Byrn’s shoulder. “Discussing anyone I know?” she cocked an eyebrow at Byrn.

“They were more discussing,” an embarrassed Byrn admitted, “I was just…”

“…Being teased,” added Levak.

“…Mocked,” Skynryd suggested.

“…Listening to the chatter of drunken louts,” Alia suggested, causing a new round of laughter from the men.

“What? I was trying to be helpful,” Tomlin objected with a genuinely hurt expression.

Xander grinned as he watched the exchange. “To be young and full of life again,” he mused. “Youth truly is wasted on the young.” To Byrn he added, “I wanted to extend my thanks to you for your part in my rescue. The gods must have been smiling on me when they put you in that cell opposite mine all those years ago.”

“You’re welcome, Xander. I’m glad to repay the kindness you showed me back then.” Thinking of his time in Baj and the friends he made there, Byrn asked, “How is Ryonus feeling… and Kellen?”

“Ryonus feels like he is a bundle of nerves like you, but that will pass soon. He woke a few hours before you did. As the spell caster you took the worst of it.” Skynryd lectured, “As for… Kellen- the prison guard has not waked yet, but he is stable. How do you know him?”

“We fought together when the ogres attacked Colum. He is also a hometown hero.”

“He is no mere guard. I have met him. He is the dungeon lord of Baj,” Xander considered the possibilities, but said no more.

Alia excused herself and found her way to the impromptu stage on the dais. She began to sing a ballad of love in her sweet songbird style. The strongest of enchanters were also renowned for their musical talents in the same way that strong fighters were known for being muscular. Every magician in the room fell silent and listened intently to her song.

“She has grown into a woman far removed from the doting little girl I left behind,” Xander whispered to Byrn. “She was only thirteen when I was captured.”

Byrn did not know what to say to that, eventually he settled on, “She is an amazing woman.”

Tomlin put an arm around each of the men and squeezed his way between them. “I can feel the love,” he said looking from one to the other. Before either man could respond Tomlin stepped past them and headed for a pair of teen girls that were giggling and looking in his direction. “Enjoying the celebration, ladies?” they heard him say as he sauntered over to the waiting beauties.



***

 


Byrn stared at the ceiling as he tried unsuccessfully to fall asleep. Thoughts of the raven songbird played over and over in his head. He tossed back and forth trying to get comfortable. Thoughts of Alia came unbidden making attempts at sleep a waste of time. He remembered her closeness as she leaned over him and the gentle touch of her hand on his own.

He sat up so that he could see out the window. The night was chilly with the promise of the coming winter. It felt refreshing on his bare skin. Why did he hesitate?

Byrn pulled on his pants and a tunic and left the room. He strolled the hallways hoping to clear his head. The sound of laughter came from down the hall. Byrn sensed the abundant heat coming down the hall of three bodies. Two stayed behind and entered a room while the third headed his way. Within a minute Tomlin came into view and walked past Byrn with a wide smile and whistling some cheerful tune. “Great celebration,” was all Tomlin said as they passed each other and Byrn was too dumbstruck to answer. Skynryd would never believe this.

The halls were dark, but the silence was comforting instead of foreboding, as one might have expected. It would have been good to roam the halls with nothing except his own thoughts if his mind did not keep wandering back to the enchantress. What was she doing? Was she awake at this hour thinking of him?

His hand knocked on the door before he realized what he was doing. Byrn was standing outside of Alia’s room. There was no answer and Byrn breathed a sigh that consisted of relief and disappointment at the same time. It would be better to walk away and talk to Alia in the morning.

He knocked again.

“Hold on,” said the voice on the other side of the door. A minute later Alia opened it dressed in a white silken nightgown that clung to her body. Her hair was down and draped over a shoulder revealing much of her soft, white neck. Her lips curled into a coy smile at the site of the man standing outside her door. “Byrn, what are you doing here?” she asked in her usually measured voice that sounded at once warm, but still distant.

“That is an excellent question and I wish to the gods that I had an answer for you,” Byrn admitted. “When my mind wanders, I think of you and then I can think of nothing else. You have a strength about you that is like no one I have ever met.”

For the first time that he could recall Alia looked surprised, “I am sorry. I never intended to drive you to such distraction.”

“You are inscrutable! You know that?” Byrn took Alia’s hands in his own. “Just tell me do you care for me as I care for you?”

Alia pulled him close and he became keenly aware of her body pressed against him. “I do think of you, but it is a difficult position for me to be in. As the leader of the Collective I have to remain impartial. I can’t allow my feelings to get in the way of what must be done. I did not want you to go to Baj, but I knew your knowledge of the area made you the most capable of finding a way in and when you returned sick and nearly kneeling at Kassani’s throne, I blamed myself for convincing you to put yourself in danger. I am not used to second guessing my decisions. It is not a feeling I enjoy.

“So what do I do the next time? How many more times will I have to ask you to risk your life knowing that you must always hold back against enemies that would show you no such kindness?”

“You don’t have to ask. It is my life and I will risk it as I see fit. You lead the Collective in a sense, but you don’t command me. My decisions are my own.” He leaned in and kissed her then, holding her close until he was consumed by her touch so that he was unaware of anything else around him.

She pushed him away just enough to break off the kiss, but not to end their embrace. Her piercing blue eyes stared into his. “Do you love me?” she asked heavy with emotion boiling just under the surface.

“I do,” he said without any hesitation.

This time it was Alia that kissed him longingly. There was an unspoken promise in that kiss of desire and devotion. Finally the kiss ended, but Alia held onto Byrn’s hand and led him into her room. The door closed softly behind them.
  

Chapter 14

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Kellen paced back and forth in his surprisingly clean cell. As dungeon’s went, the Collective’s was the most comfortable the knight had ever seen. The renegade magicians used one of the cells as a secure space to transport into. Their leader, Alia Necros, was adamant about security and harbored a fear that one of the few magicians loyal to the kingdom might chance upon one of the Collective’s runes. If any magician were to transport into the cell, then he would find himself stuck in a cell and anti-magic runes would activate draining the magician’s energy. Of course, most magicians would have enough strength to immediately cast another transportation spell and escape, but the point was to protect the Collective more than to capture a kingdom magician. The cell was used enough that the magicians here wanted to keep the area clean.

Nevertheless, Kellen guessed a powerful enough magician could transport into that cell next to his, blast the cell door off its hinges, and rescue him. “Sane, where are you when I need you?” he exhaled deeply. His body was still tired and he hurt all over. When he jumped into Byrn it was with the intention of disrupting the transportation spell and taking the magicians captive, but Byrn managed to complete his spell and the result nearly killed Kellen and, he suspected, the pair of magicians.

The cage door rattled as Kellen shook it, testing its strength with his own. The effort made his arms feel like they were on fire forcing him to rest against the cool stone wall. He wiped the sweat from his brow and allowed his body to slide down to the cobbled floor.
I must rest and save my strength,
Kellen counseled himself.
One day the chance to escape will come and when that happens I will need all of my strength.

“You are a big and burly fellow,” it was the one called Tomlin. He was a slippery young man able to come and go without anyone being any wiser, but Tomlin was also the only member of the Collective willing to speak to their prisoner or at least he was the only one willing to speak to Kellen who was not trying to get information from him. “Try as you might, those bars will not budge.”

“If you return my hammer, I will show you how wrong you are,” the Kellen suggested.

“A tempting proposal, but I think I will have to decline,” Tomlin settled into his preferred chair and stretched out leisurely.

Nearly an hour passed as they sat in silence, then Kellen decided to take a gamble on Tomlin. “You do not have to be a party to this, Tomlin. I am not your enemy,” Kellen told him in a hushed voice. Awkward seconds seemed to stretch out as Kellen waited for the magician to answer, but if Tomlin was going to say anything he was cut off when the dungeon’s door effortlessly swung open.

Tomlin was greeted by the arrival of the Collective’s masters with Xander Necros leading the way. Following closely behind were Alia, Ryonus, some other masters Kellen had not yet had the “pleasure” of meeting, and bringing up the rear was Byrn. Kellen had to hold back a biting comment at the masters’ arrival. His silence was his only weapon and his only protection against them.

The prisoner moved to the back of the cell. If any of the masters wished to enter the cell, then they would be subject to their own anti-magic runes carved into the walls and floor. The effect would not be absolute or instantaneous, but it would caution them from entering the cell to interrogate the Kenzai whose own abilities were unaffected. Kellen stood defiantly. His posture dared any of the magicians to enter his cell.

“There is fight left in this one,” Levak let out a strong, guttural laugh that sounded amused. He stroked his red moustache that curled around his mouth and down to his chin. “I have always wanted to test my mettle hand-to-hand against a Kenzai fighter. Tomlin, be a good lad and open up this cell so I can teach this one a lesson.”

The bard looked to Alia, but she shook her head discreetly. “That is not what we are here for, Levak,” Alia’s tone was a little harsher than she intended, but the master of physical manipulation gave her a slight bow like he did not notice. Turning her attention back to their prisoner, Alia pushed her thoughts at Kellen, “You know why we are here. Tell us about Baj. How is the prison laid out? Where are the strongest magicians held?” Most enchanters, like Tomlin, had to use hypnotic suggestions to create an illusion to get their subjects to do what they asked, but Alia passed this limitation long ago. Through sheer willpower she could force someone to do whatever she wanted, but Kellen had been able to resist her efforts. He had proven to be equally as strong willed and as a master of the Kenzai Order could resist many forms of magic.

“No!” Kellen shouted as he pushed back with his own mind fighting against the compulsion to tell Alia everything that he knew. They wanted his knowledge about the prison so they could stage another breakout, but on a far grander scale. Over two hundred of the kingdom’s most violent magicians were kept there under lock and key.

“Tell me!” Alia shrieked like a banshee as she pushed her thoughts on the man again.

Resisting her thoughts was like standing against a raging river. Every second was like a rush of water threatening to sweep Kellen off his feet and drown him in the woman’s control. Kellen did the only thing he could. He endured and hoped the enchantress’ will would break before his own.

Alia grabbed at the bars to steady herself as she pushed harder, unwilling to admit defeat. Kellen likewise braced his own physical body in reaction to the mental contest that played out before the onlookers.

Eventually, the waves of suggestion stopped as Alia was forced to rest giving Kellen a break as well. The knight fell to one knee, but kept his mind focused in case of another mental attack.

“Tomlin, open the cell,” commanded Xander. Again, he looked to Alia who was now leaning against Byrn. He held Alia by the waist in a way that spoke of their closeness, but no one else seemed to notice. Their attention was still on the defiant Kellen. “Do not look to her for guidance, son. Open the cell door now!” This time Tomlin did as he was told without hesitation and hastily stepped aside wishing to draw no more ire his way.

“Good. Now, Ryonus and Levak, convince Kellen to be more… malleable.”

The two masters of physical magic entered the cell and the runes all around them flared with blue light at their approach, but neither man seemed to mind as they flanked Kellen. Taking the initiative, Kellen swung at Levak on his right and caught the man on the side of the face forcing him to the floor with the raw strength in that blow, honed from countless battles. The knight spun on his heel and raised his forearm up to deflect a swing from Ryonus on his left. Magic coursed through Ryonus’ body so that his blow was enough to push the large knight against the rear wall, but Kellen delivered a jab forcing the magician back a step.

Levak was nearly back on his feet when Kellen delivered a sound kick to his gut forcing the air out of Levak and flipping him on his back.

Kellen’s bare fists burst with blue fire and he lunged for Ryonus, grabbing at his neck. The magician choked and the blue flames rolled up Kellen’s arms as he drained Ryonus of his magic and tossed the master magician to the floor.

“”Enough of this!” exclaimed Xander. He pointed a finger at Kellen and a dark tendril of energy shot out and lodged into the knight’s chest. Kellen groaned as he felt the very essence of his life being drained from him. Four more tendrils extended from Xander’s finger and each grabbed a limb wrapping around them like so many black snakes.

The dark tentacles lifted Kellen into the air and drew him out of the cell. Once he cleared the cage’s opening, Xander swung his arm to one side and sent Kellen sailing into a wall. “I have not tasted another’s life force in a very long time,” the grandmaster scowled at the prone warrior, “Pray that I can control myself and do not drain you dry.” He extended his other hand to Alia and touched her gently on the shoulder as he transferred Kellen’s strength into her. “Care to try again, my daughter?”

Reinvigorated, Alia stood over Kellen who was still pinned down by Xander’s tendrils. “Gladly,” she told him.

As the enchantress began her questioning again, it became too much for Byrn to handle. “Xander, stop this! You are going to kill him!” He moved to stand between Kellen and Xander, but it was the former priest, Skynryd, of all people, who stopped him.

“Please come outside with me,” Skynryd asked placing a hand on Byrn’s shoulder. He led Byrn out of the dungeon and up a flight of stairs until they stood at a small landing. Kellen’s screams of denial as he tried to resist Alia’s mental attacks while Xander assaulted him physically continued as Skynryd tried to calm Byrn.

“I know this is hard for you to witness,” Skynryd began, “You are not accustomed to making this kind of difficult decision. To stand and watch as another is tortured, even when it is done for the right reasons, is a very difficult thing for any man to take, but this is necessary.”

“Let me talk to him,” Byrn begged, “Maybe I can convince him to help us. Kellen is not a fanatic like the others of his order. If he understood what we were trying to do; that we only want to make a place for magicians to live free from oppression, then he would surely help us.”

“Remember what happened at Lion’s Landing. Think of your friends lost there. Picture their faces, and then tell me that we are going too far.” Byrn had no response for that. Skynryd added, “I do not like it either, but sometimes you have to do things that you may disagree with for the greater good.”

Tomlin approached them from the dungeon below that had gotten decidedly quiet. When he reached them, Tomlin said, “He feinted under the stress.” To Skynryd, he said, “He will probably be fine, but you may want to have a look at him. Kellen is as stubborn as a drunken mule. I think his body might break long before his spirit does.” Skynryd huffed as he made his way back down to the dungeon.

“For what it is worth, I heard what you said to Old Skynryd and I think you are right in a way. Perhaps a friendlier approach can succeed where an aggressive one has failed.”
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The first volley of boulders soared through the night sky before they came crashing down inside Everec’s walls. Clouds of dirt and stone spattered into the air from the impacts as the stones smashed into the earth, the stonework of the walls, and a few of the buildings that were too near the wall. Sane was troubled by the frailty of the walls. They were built to withstand, or more accurately deter, bandit attacks, but this kind of punishment was probably never considered when the city’s was built some hundred years earlier. A few more volleys like that and the southern wall where most of the orc host, which far outnumbered the defenders, was assembled would be in tatters in a matter of minutes.

“Sane- the catapults!” yelled Sari from the top of the wall as she loosed arrows amidst the rest of the archers. She could have been safer firing from one of the kill windows, but Sari thought she could be of more help coordinating the men on the wall. Sane always admired her for that. No matter the danger, Sari could always be found where she thought she could do the most good.

The sorcerer made his way to the top of the staircase so he could see the catapults. Below him was a mass of orcs ranging down the gently sloping mountainside. Many of them were staying back out of bow range for now, but there were other formations rushing forward with ladders and shield bearers intent on scaling the wall. The catapults were five or six hundred feet away and would be difficult for a focused magical attack to hit. Instead Sane took aim at one of the ladders and threw balls of flame at it until it caught fire. The orcs in the middle of the ladder let go, but those in the front and rear kept running forward as if nothing was wrong. To their credit, the orc fighters were well disciplined and would not be deterred. Sane targeted several other ladder carriers and the results were the same.

A second volley of large stones came flying from the catapults, but the sorcerer was ready for the barrage this time and sent a continuous stream of gale force wind into the sky as each rock was repelled and fell amidst the orcs, killing some and harming others in a small act of attrition that would have to be repeated a thousand times for the humans to win the day.

“They will think twice about using those trebuchets!” Sari shouted.

Ladders began swinging toward the walls on the south, east, and west sides. Another strong gust of wind from Sane was enough to deflect the south side’s ladders and soldiers with pole arms pushed back the ladders on the east and west walls. Only the north side needed no defense, being built at the sheer side of a mountain.

Orcs began banging on their shields and shouting what Sane knew to be curses in the orcish tongue directed at him. From the back of the enemy camp a horn blew and the orcs that were shouting angrily moments before started cheering. More of the grey-skinned warriors began rushing forward with even more ladders and the catapults flung another load of stones at the southern wall. Sane once again pushed back the rocky attack using his wind magic with ease, but as the stones were about to crash into the orcs below them again they suddenly stopped in mid-air and shot toward Everec’s walls as if they were being flung by massive invisible slingshots. The new attack caught Sane by surprise and a dozen heavy stones punched into the city wall shaking it under his feet.

“Focus on the ladder carriers!” shouted a woman. It was Marian directing the archers and pole-men on the south and west walls. She was running across the wall’s top toward Sane as she directed her soldiers. “Sane, what was that? Do orcs have magicians?”

“It is rare, but all of the higher races do,” Sane told her, “Orcs are even more fearful of magicians than are humans. For their magikans, as the orcs call them, to be assimilated in their military-” Sane’s thought was cut short as the wall beneath his feet rumbled and began to shift. He reached out to the elements and could sense the earth shifting below the wall. The orc magikan was attempting to collapse the wall by removing the earth from underneath it! Sane gripped his staff tightly in his right hand and spread his arms wide as he felt the essence of the earth below and pulled it back in place even as the magikan tried to take it away. Sane gritted his teeth as he spoke, “I can counteract their magikan and protect the wall from him, but my focus will be divided. Your men will need to keep the rest of them at bay and find a way to deal with the catapults.”

Marian nodded and began issuing orders as she headed in the elf’s direction. “And if you can find the magikan in that sea of orcs, shoot him!” the sorcerer shouted after her.

Then literal hell broke loose. A half dozen summoned spooks, blood-red spirits from the underworld that fed on the living and were invulnerable to conventional weapons, were quickly approaching the gate. Archers fired down on the spooks and Sari shouted for them to save their arrows for the living. Sane released his spell that kept the earth at rest and erected a magical wall ahead of the spooks to hold them back. As invulnerable as the spooks were, they could only exist in the realm of the living for a very short time without feeding. The wall would be enough to slow the spooks down and keep them from getting to the kingdom soldiers within the city.

The wall shook again as the orc magikan pulled the earth away once more and another volley of stones were loosed from the catapults. Sane continued to channel the element of earth and used his magic to grab the rocks as they came towards the wall and he redirected them back at the catapults; hitting one of the siege machines and scattering the rest of the stones among the orc horde, killing or injuring dozens more orcs.

Sane fell to his knees as the stonework he had been standing on shifted forward as that section of the wall collapsed in upon itself. He tried in vain to scramble back up the crumbling city wall, but it was coming down too quickly. The sorcerer wrapped himself in a protection spell as he fell the thirty feet to the earth below. As he hit the ground the shield absorbed the impact of the fall as well as that of the crumbling wall that fell on top of him and slid off the protective orb. A detached part of Sane’s mind looked up at the mostly still standing wall and understood that the magikan had been specifically targeting him. All of the attacks up to this point were just to distract him, keep his attention split in too many directions so that they could separate him from the rest of the city’s defenders. It was tantamount to taking an opponent’s queen within the first few moves in a game of chess; it was a strategy that, if successful, would nearly guarantee a victory.

Sane’s attention shifted back to his more immediate surroundings as hundreds of orcs moved in on him. There was murder in the eyes of the advancing grey-skinned warriors. Sane felt his pack pressed against his back begging to be opened. He could grab one of his runes and transport away from the mess he now found himself in and return with another rune to Byrn’s tower at his leisure, but he could not risk turning his attention away from the advancing soldiers long enough to rifle through his pack.

“Stay your hand, magikan!” bellowed one of the orcs in their guttural version of the human language from amid the crowd, “If you attempt to flee like a coward, then we will destroy you where you stand.” The soldiers parted as three orcs came forward. They wore only ceremonial loin garb with bleach white animal skull belts. Each one also carried a staff crafted from the bones of the dead and bound together by magic. There was not one, but three orc magikans.

A flurry of arrows showered on the orcs from archers still perched on the wall and behind the kill holes, but one of the magikan whipped his staff in an arc above his head and created a canopy of wind like a Moran’s Circle that scattered the bolts harmlessly away. “Pathetic humans fight without honor,” sneered the tallest of the magikans. “Come with us, magikan…
magician,” the orc corrected himself without prompting. Then he turned and began to walk back into the mass of orcen warriors without waiting to see if Sane would follow.

“Go! Do not keep Korok waiting!” Another of the magikans shoved Sane roughly with the head of his bone staff so that the sorcerer, left with no other choice, followed behind the one called Korok.

The last of the magikan reached out his hand toward the wall and he twisted his fist as if he was holding something in it. Without warning he pushed his clenched fist at the wall and loosed a deep, tribal shout. Suddenly a big portion of the wall exploded inward sending many archers and pole men falling to their deaths in a shower of rock. “Firing on leaders as they parley is low, humans! You shame your ancestors!” The orc ignored the gaping hole he left in the city’s defenses and left to join his fellow magikans.

Incredibly, the orc army gathered at the gate ignored the sudden entrance and withdrew behind the magikans until they were just outside of bow range. Whatever the orcs had planned for Everec, Sane guessed that they were content to wait until Korok’s business with the sorcerer was concluded.

 


***

 


The grand commander of the orc army in the magikan’s war tent joined Korok and Sane. This place was set aside for Korok to meditate on the battle to come and advise the grand commander who truly led the army.

The grand commander was shorter than the average orc, but had a broad build suggesting his true strength. He wore a large bastard sword on his back with his warrior’s plate armor, an honor reserved for great leaders among the orcs.

“Is this the one?” the grand commander grunted in orcish to Korok as he looked over Sane’s weak build. For the moment, Sane decided to hide the knowledge that he could speak some of their language although it had been many years since he last heard the tongue. Korok, who had been standing firmly at attention, nodded resolutely. To Sane, the commander gave a short bow. The sign of respect was not lost on Sane. “I am known as Zakux of the Doombreaker tribe, slayer of evil and grand commander of this army.” Zakux’s chest puffed out as he recited his title in human expecting to impress his “guest.”

Intrigued, Sane chose to play along and bowed deeply to the grand commander. “It is an honor to meet one of such great standing,” he said solemnly, “Among my people I am known as Sane the Sorcerer.” If showing some gallantry could save lives, then Sane would gladly give this orc the honor and respect that was so highly regarded in their culture.

Pleased with the sorcerer’s apparent respect, Zakux smiled a toothy grin revealing his large canine teeth. He offered Sane a drink and the sorcerer politely declined. Even Sari, who was considered one of the strongest drinkers by innkeepers across the kingdom, found the orc idea of liquor to be akin to drinking a bottle of poison laced with rancid milk. Zakux poured a drink for Korok and himself before taking a seat in the sparsely furnished war tent. He motioned for the two magic users to be seated.

“You wonder why we have spared you?” Zakux asked. Most orcs were accustomed to speaking directly, believing that any form of subtlety or indirectness was akin to deception and was therefore a dishonorable act to be avoided. It was likely for this reason that they preferred to practice diplomacy at the end of a sword rather than through entreating and the often admittedly shady form of politics practiced by humans.

“I wonder many things about this conflict,” Sane admitted. He was careful to keep his voice at an even level, neither indicating outrage or fear. “Not the least of which is why I am sitting here.”

Korok looked to Zakux and the grand commander nodded. Then Korok told Sane, “Two nights ago, I was meditating on this battle when I was visited upon by images of death and destruction. It was not here where such acts would be welcome, but back in our tribal homelands. We were visited by a great darkness that covered all the land and slew our people with nothing more than a touch. Then, I saw a small group of humans and they stood against that darkness. You were one of those humans. Using your glowing staff you made a beacon of light, a safe haven in the darkness that rallied the few others to your cause.

“For that reason alone, you have been spared. I believe that being granted this fore vision was a warning that must be heeded. If we were to destroy you, then we may destroy our people’s only chance of survival.”

“You will join with us in our pursuit of justice against the other humans and when the time comes help protect our homeland,” Zakux stated. The conclusion was already determined in his mind.

Sane considered Korok’s tale. There was little reason to doubt the truthfulness of his words. If they wanted him dead, then there was nothing stopping them from killing him. However, there was still the matter of this invasion to consider. “This war you have started with the humans cannot continue if you truly seek my aid and wish me to return with you.”

“We did not start this war! It was you humans-!” Zakux roared at the accusation and seemed as if he might pounce upon Sane, but Korok cut him off.

“With greatest respect, Grand Commander, if we are to believe that this human will help to protect our people, then we may also consider that he knows nothing of the crimes being committed on us by his race and the dwarves.” Korok spit on the ground after uttering the word “dwarves,” the name of orcen kind’s most hated enemies. The two races had been enemies longer than any living creature could recall.

“Please tell me,” Sane requested in a measured tone betraying no emotion on the surface though his heart was racing.

Somewhat reluctantly Zakux took his seat. “You may be unfamiliar with the Doombreaker tribe. We were a small tribe living in the northern area of our lands on the border with the Dread Marsh. My tribe did not have the wealth or large numbers of other tribes, but we lived good lives surviving off the land as our ancestors did before us and our children should have done after our time was over.” Zakux’s eyes began to mist as he spoke of his clan, but he glowered as he continued, “About a year ago disappearances started happening. The first losses were children. We thought that it was the Marsh that got them. The boys and girls taken were too young to defend themselves against many of the bigger creatures that made their homes there.

“As the leader of my tribe, I formed a hunting party of the bravest and strongest of our men. We spent days scouring the Marsh; killing any predators that would have been large enough to take our children. We returned to our village as proud warriors with the hides of many serpents and dragon-like beasts in tow. I thought that we would be greeted as heroes upon our return. Instead we returned to find our home had been destroyed!” Zakux slammed his fists on the table before him in rage nearly splintering the wood. Again he hit the table and roared his anger and frustration. The human and magikan before him were completely forgotten for the moment as Zakux wrestled with his memories.

The tent flap flew open and several guards with blue, glowing spears entered the room ready to strike down Sane, but Korok waved them away. “Our leader mourns for his lost tribe,” was all the magikan said, but this was enough of an explanation for the guards who nodded to the magikan and left them alone.

“Grand Commander?” Korok asked as Zakux sat staring at his own fists lost in thought.

“They must have been waiting for our men to leave! I bet they even waited until night fell and our women and children were asleep before attacking the village! Cowards! There were dead bodies littering our home, but not many. Most of my tribe was taken away.

“We followed the kidnappers trail for two days and it became clear that they were headed towards one of the few safe passages through the Dread Marsh into these mountains. My tribe knew the Marsh well and cut through it to catch up to them before they could escape. On the third day we found the kidnappers along with our imprisoned clans people. It was a group of humans and dwarf bandits that held my people!

“Our rage was unleashed as we attacked and fought like mad beasts, but we were sorely outnumbered. It quickly became clear that we would be overwhelmed, but my tribe honored their ancestors; they never wavered or showed the slightest fear in the face of defeat.

“As we fought, I was wounded when one of the humans put a sword in my gut. As blood left my body, the shock of the injury overwhelmed me and I fell to the road as darkness closed in around me.

“When next I woke it was in a dark cabin as Korok was grinding some herbs and adding them to a bubbling pot that hung above his hearth. The cooking fire was the only light in his single-roomed cabin.”

“I was making some stew,” interjected Korok with a weird, toothy grin.

Zakux let out the dry chuckle of one who was racked with personal anguish and must choose between laughter and shedding tears. “That you were and it was very tasty,” Zakux let a thin smile cross his lips for a moment before continuing with his tale. “Three days passed since Korok found me among my dead tribesmen before waking in his home. My stolen tribe was long gone by then. I would have no hope of venturing into the human lands and finding them alone. So Korok and I began traveling from village to village along the border looking for aid and discovered that my tale was not mine alone. Disappearances were happening at a number of villages, but mine was the first to be attacked directly.

“It was then and there that I began to form my army. I convinced other tribe leaders to follow me- at times with my words and at others with my sword in single combat, but my army grew and we began to raid the human settlements on the opposite side of the Dread Marsh as we searched for our missing clans people and gauged the human’s strength.

“All this time Korok traveled at my side, but I never knew what he really was. Then one day he came to me and said that he could be a great aid to my army. ‘You are already a great aid,’ I told him not understanding what he meant.

“Then Korok surprised me by calling a gust of wind and lifting himself off the ground like a bird. As he hovered above me he looked down at me and said, ‘My friend, I am a magikan and I know of others that would join your cause if you asked them.’

“As the next months passed, my army grew far larger. Our high tribes master, similar to what you call a king, Tsuxar Greatscream, heard of our people’s plight and was so enraged that he sent many, many orcs to bolster our army nearly tripling its size along with a promise to arrive personally with thousands more brave warriors at his back once we take this human city. In addition, Korok’s friends, two more magikans joined with us for a promise that I would speak with the high tribes master on their behalf should we be victorious and they fight with honor.”

“And once your army was assembled, you began your attacks on the mining towns in earnest in hopes of finding your missing kinsmen,” Sane guessed.

“That would be a great thing,” Zakux agreed, “but I hold little hope of finding them. I will kill all of the humans here and go after the dwarves of the Mainor Mountains and kill every last one of them. Only once I know that all of those responsible for my tribe’s deaths and kidnappings are rotting in the underworld will I be satisfied.”

“That puts me in a difficult position,” Sane told them.

Zakux retorted, “It is only difficult if you are without honor, Sorcerer Sane. If you are a virtuous human as Korok believes you to be, then you will join us in the destruction of our enemies or at least turn your back on them and stand aside as we reap our rightly due vengeance.”

Honor. The idea felt foreign to Sane at that moment. The kingdom had betrayed him and he, in kind, turned his back on Aurelia. Why did he fight for them even now? “Because they are innocent,” Sane answered his internal question. To Zakux, he said, “Those people were not the ones that took your clan, but maybe they can help find out who did. Let me set up a meeting with the ruler of Everec, Dame Marian Lightfoot. She is a person of high moral standing and I believe she has had dealings with your people before under more… friendly terms.”

“No!” Zakux barked angrily. He stood and slammed his hands on the table looking down at Sane. “Do not misunderstand your role in this, magikan. It is Korok’s vision alone that has spared your life up to now, and I only told you of my people’s woes so that you may better understand that we fight justly with Vailon’s blessing. This is not a negotiation. You will join us whether you desire to or not!”

Sane stood and mentally prepared himself to cast a spell, knowing that Korok was doing the same. “Your grief blinds you, Zakux. There is nothing honorable about killing the innocent.”

The sorcerer did not see Zakux’s lightning fast fist as it smashed into the side of his head. Sane was vaguely aware of a feeling of falling and encroaching darkness. Then there was emptiness.
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The orcs were coming. They swarmed into the city like angry hornets from Marian’s vantage point at her manor overlooking the quickly overwhelmed battlefield that was only a day earlier streets and homes.

After Sane was taken away Everec’s defenders had a brief respite from the orc invasion and Marian used it to her greatest advantage. She immediately began moving soldiers back to the manor house leaving enough of her army behind to harass the enemy as they advanced into the city.

When the fighting began again the catapults were the least of their concerns as the orc magikans who were no longer being kept at bay attacked in full force against the southern wall. The city wall bent to their will and collapsed in upon itself in a matter of minutes allowing the orc company of four thousand to march into the streets.

Everec’s defenders were a combination of soldiers, farmers, and townies, but they fought without thought for their own lives despite being outnumbered at greater than ten to one odds and the threat of orc magic users looming. Bowmen fired from windows to kill a few orcs before retreating to another building a street over and attacking again. Pole men and warriors staged ambushes using their knowledge of the city to great effect, but it was all just a dance to hold the orc horde back as long as possible.

Faced with overwhelming odds, Marian made the only decision that she could to save as many lives as possible. She was going to give the orcs the city.

“This is my fault,” she admitted regretfully, “If I had been here…” She trailed off.

“Do not blame yourself, my lady,” said Donovan overhearing her, “There is nothing you could have done against a magician- orc or otherwise. If you need to find someone to blame, then start with that magician, Sane. He betrayed us and is letting these pig-men overrun us.”

“Sane is likely dead now,” was Marian’s cold response, “Your efforts would be better spent helping in the evacuation.” There was a hidden tunnel that led from the mansion under the city and exited out of a hidden blind a mile away and far from the invading orcs. Marian called for her remaining defenders to fall back to the manor house to make a last stand as the evacuation was underway. The tunnel was built for the city’s ruler and her loyal servants to escape should the unthinkable happen and they needed to flee quietly. It was not designed for a full scope evacuation as Marian intended, but there was no other choice. It would have to do.

 


***

 


By sundown the orcs had taken most of Everec and had the manor surrounded from three sides, the fourth being against one wall of the city. The fighting was limited by design to slow the attackers down without much direct confrontation in order to allow for as long of an evacuation as possible. Marian had hoped for more time. She thought the orc commander would come forward demanding their surrender or an offer of parley, Marian would have willingly sacrificed her life if it meant allowing the people under her charge a chance to get out of this alive, but their commander never showed himself and no demands were ever made.

“It is time, Marian,” Sari told her, “We must go now or face death.” The elf was uncharacteristically pensive in the face of so many lost lives, yet another blame for Marian to set down at her feet. A part of her wanted to stay and die protecting her men. She was a noble after all and that would have been the noble thing to do, but she found she lacked the courage to do even that.

“Let us go, then.”

The tunnel was hidden inside the barracks and until today was known only to a select few. When they arrived, Marian and Sari found Councilman Aldyd waiting along with Donovan and Chance.

“Our group will be the last to pass through the tunnel,” Aldyd told them, “but before we go I would like to take a moment to say a prayer to the twin goddesses.” Seeing Chance about to remind him that they were in a hurry, Aldyd held up his hand and assured him, “I will be brief.”

“Dear goddess, Ashura, please guide us and all those who fight at our side to safety. May they know your blessing and your mercy, and dear Kassani, please usher those who protect us and die for us even now into the underworld in peace and tranquility and bestow upon them our love and gratitude for their ultimate sacrifice.”

A loud boom of falling rock could be heard from the main entrance to the manor house.

“Their magicians will be upon soon,” warned Chance, “It is time.”

“Of course, young man.” Aldyd lead the group into the tunnel. Each person had a torch to get them through the tunnel. Aldyd lit his on a sconce at the entrance and made his way into the darkness turning to ensure that the others were not far behind. When the last of them was in the tunnel, Chance released the mechanism that held the hidden door open and slid it back into place so that from the opposite side it would appear as just another section of paneled wall. He then barred the door to prevent pursuit effectively condemning the men still fighting to die, but knowing there was no other choice.

The darkness of the tunnel weighed in on them adding to their already defeated mood. However, they ran into no trouble from orcs coming after them or vermin that may have inhabited the tunnels. The thousands of people who already passed through on their way to salvation would have driven any creatures living there off hours ago. Marian took little solace in the fact that her decision would save all those lives at the expense of the city. They may have their lives, but these people lost everything else.

Eventually, the passage opened up leading into a rocky pass. The moon lit their way out of the tunnel and the group extinguished their torches. The pass would lead to an expanse of trees a few miles to the north that would eventually lead into the area known as Black Wood where the group would pass through on their way to Silvering. Everec may have fallen, but Marian still had a responsibility to report to Warlord Nightwind. He would want to know that an entire region of his territory was lost.

“Where is everyone?” wondered Marian trying to put the thought of reporting to the warlord out of her mind. People were killed for failures far less than this.

“They would have already left heading north, my lady,” Donovan assured her, “It would not have been safe for everyone to stay here and moving in small groups-“

“They could move more safely and be less likely to draw attention,” Marian finished for him. This business of governing may have been too much for her to handle, but she was a capable ranger by anyone’s standards.

The walls of the pass quickly fell behind them and as they reached a more open plain as the mountains gently sloped down Marian took one last look back at the city she abandoned, some miles away. Everec stood undisturbed against the moon’s faint light. There were no signs of the war that had just been waged there as if none of it had even happened at all, but the city was lost all the same.

At the touch of a hand upon her shoulder, Marian turned to see Donovan looking at her. “I lived in Everec most of my life. To lose my home and my friends is no small thing, so believe me when I say there was nothing you could have done to stop this.”

Marian forced a smile and thanked the man for his kind words, but she could not bring herself to look him in the eye and gauge if he was speaking the truth.

The group traveled through the night until they came across a small makeshift camp set up by some of the survivors who had left before them. There they made their tents and rested. It would be a long journey north to Warlord Nightwind’s palace and Marian dreaded telling the man that she had lost one of his cities more with every step that drew her closer to him. He had entrusted her to put an end to the orc raids and instead she lost the southern mountain region to them with barely any struggle. She could have fought to the last man, but that would have accomplished little more than driving up the death toll. Hopefully Lord Nightwind would see it that way.

Sari sat alone brooding just outside of her tent. Marian knew well how much the elf considered life to be a gift. Even on the occasions when it was necessary for her to kill, Sari was clearly aware of the heavy cost being paid. The fact that they had to leave many brave men and women behind must surely be weighing on her mind.

“A copper for your thoughts?” Marian asked trying to sound casual. She took the elf’s measure and tried to ignore Sari’s sudden depression.

“I was thinking about Sane. Do you think he is dead?” the elf looked up at Marian with tears in her big oval eyes. “He would never have abandoned me knowing that I was in danger. It just isn’t in his nature.”

The thought of Sane killing Bertran right in front of her sprang to Marian’s mind. “Sometimes people can surprise you,” she said without thinking. When she saw the hurt look in Sari’s eyes, Marian hastily added, “I mean I am sure he is still alive even if he was unable to help us.”

“Do you think so?” Sari perked up at the thought. “Perhaps I can sneak back into the city using the tunnel and rescue him!”

Marian’s mind raced looking for a reason that the elf would accept for not going back into Everec without telling her that Sane was probably dead. Fortunately, Donovan came to her rescue.

“That would be foolish,” he announced coming to sit beside them, “The magician is either dead, fled, or in league with the orcs. Any of those scenarios means that he does not need your help.” His words were harsh, but Marian was glad that she was not the one who had to say them. Seeing the elf’s face begin to twist in sorrow at his words, Donovan added apologetically, “I am sorry if my words cut you, but I would not see you throw your life away without reason.”

“Nor would I,” Marian added.

The elf nodded, clearly disappointed.

It was nearly noon when the camp broke and they continued north. Sari spoke to no one for the rest of that day.
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The powerful melody of
The Tale of the Undead Isle
emboldened the tired warrior’s weary spirit as Tomlin’s fingers danced across the neck of his ever-present lute. It was the song of a mighty berserker called Targan and his quest to save a beautiful maiden. As the story goes Targan traveled to Winterbane Isle on a perilous journey to rescue the lovely maiden from the home of a powerful necromancer and his army of undead walkers and spirits. Armed with nothing more than his mighty, but still agile great sword and his undaunted spirit Targan fought his way through the hordes of undead monsters and slew the evil necromancer, saving his ladylove in the process. Kellen felt the song wash over him like cool rainwater reinvigorating him. In his current condition as prisoner of the Collective he imagined himself as Targan and knew that he would somehow find a way to be victorious over his captors.

“Thank you for that, Tomlin. You truly have a gift for song,” Kellen offered his hand through the cell bar in appreciation.

Tomlin reached out, but thought better of it and pulled his hand away. “We must not forget our places,
prisoner,” Tomlin emphasized the last word, but his voice was touched with kindness.

Kellen withdrew his hand, but kept his eyes on the bard. “I told you before that I am not your enemy and I meant that.”

“You keep saying that…” Tomlin trailed off. His eyes showed indecision and he cast his glance at a wall where a small window allowed natural light and fresh air to come into the partially underground dungeon. When Tomlin turned back to Kellen he said worriedly, “They’re going to kill you if you don’t tell them what they want to know.”

“They will kill me either way,” Kellen said with surety. “The longer I can hold out, the longer I live.”

“It does not have to be that way,” Tomlin pleaded, “If you tell them what they want to know, then I will speak with Alia on your behalf. She is the head of the Collective and will listen to me and Byrn is on our side as well. He does not want to see you die either.”

“Byrn Lightfoot is a betrayer,” Kellen answered flatly, “He has betrayed his former master, his kingdom, and now me. Do not trust him. He will betray you too if it serves his purposes.”

“Dammit, Kellen, what secrets does Baj hold that is worth your life?”

“None, but once that is known your masters would kill me. Baj has no weaknesses that I know of or it would have been remedied. The one fault that Byrn exploited will not work a second time. The sewers are probably covered in runes by now and heavily patrolled.” A small thought tickled at the back of Kellen’s consciousness, but he pushed it away. Tomlin would help him. “Nothing short of an army with massive siege weapons could hope to get in and any magic users that somehow made it into the prison would be robbed of their powers in a matter of minutes.”

“Then what are you holding back? I can tell there is some secret you are protecting,” the bard asked sounding genuinely surprised.

“Byrn- he is a prince.”

Tomlin was rarely at a loss for words, but the revelation of Byrn’s heritage left him struck dumb. Finally, he asked, “Why wouldn’t Byrn say anything about this?” It was only the first of several questions that came to the bard’s mind.

“Who knows?” Kellen shrugged, growing agitated. “Maybe his father didn’t trust him enough to tell him the truth when he made Byrn a free magician.” He scratched the back of his head banishing a minor itch.

“I hate to break it to you, but that is not much of a secret. Even if Byrn was a prince, which sounds ludicrous by the way, he isn’t acknowledged. It would be a meaningless title.”

Kellen smiled knowingly, “You are far removed from the world of politics. In the right hands such knowledge could be very dangerous.” He began to scratch his head again and looked around for bugs. The dungeon was decidedly well maintained making a bug infestation seem unlikely, but what else could be causing that infernal itch?

“Are you feeling alright?” Tomlin asked, but Kellen ignored him.

Snap out of it, you fool! He is using you!
A familiar voice shouted in Kellen’s head.

Stark clarity washed over Kellen like a fog lifting before him. Tomlin’s spell was so subtle that the knight never thought to raise his guard against it. The bard must have woven the spell into his song to enchant Kellen making him feel at ease and willing to talk, but even in his unguarded state there was a piece of the knight’s mind that resisted the magic. It had tried to warn him, but he failed to heed it until it was too late.

A gasp of pain let loose from Kellen’s lips as he fell forward clutching the bars as he struggled to stand. Tomlin grabbed at Kellen through the bars and tried to lift the large man to his feet. “Come on, old man, to your feet,” Tomlin grunted.

The Kenzai master’s fist flashed with a bright blue light as he seized Tomlin’s shirt and pulled him against the bars roughly. Now it was Tomlin’s turn to gasp as he felt his magical essence drained from his body in a matter of seconds. Kellen ripped the cell key ring from the bard’s pocket and released the teenager long enough to get his cage open. A stunned Tomlin made no attempt to escape and was tossed into the cell in Kellen’s place before he knew what had happened, but Kellen did not close the cage just yet.

“Where is my armor?” demanded the knight; his voice boomed with threat and authority.

“How did you-?“ Tomlin stammered feeling something he had not experienced in years. Fear.

Kellen bent down and gripped Tomlin by the throat. “My armor,” he repeated.

“Alia’s study,” Tomlin choked out the words under the big man’s grip, “Up the stairs, two side hallways down on the left.”

“If you are lying-,” Kellen threatened.

“I’m not,” Tomlin’s eyes pleaded for mercy.

Kellen released his stranglehold and Tomlin fell to the floor gasping for air. The cell door slammed shut trapping the powerless enchanter. The bard tried to call out for help, but his throat was too sore to produce anything above a whisper. The Kenzai master took no notice as he ascended the stairway leading to the castle’s main hall. He must get his armor back if he was to have any chance of escaping this estate overrun with renegade magicians and finding his way back to civilization.

First solve one problem before worrying about another, he reminded himself.
Find your armor, and then worry about how you’re going to escape.

Kellen paused at the wooden door at the top of the stone stairway. Beyond this door dozens of magicians could be lying in wait… or it could be empty. “Only one way to find,” Kellen murmured as he pushed open the door with one hand balling the other in fist that glowed brightly with Tomlin’s stored magical essence in anticipation of an ambush. Instead he found an empty albeit large hall. At the right end there stood a large pair of oak doors that likely led to a reception hall or throne room. To the left the hall continued farther down out of view that would likely lead outside and was honeycombed with smaller corridors on either side.

Silently, the warrior entered the main hall, but stayed near the wall as he moved in the direction of Alia’s study. He moved as quickly as he safely could without making any noise and only stopping when he was behind support columns to listen for the footfalls of approaching magicians. In this way Kellen traversed the hall until he reached the path Tomlin had indicated. It was on the opposite side of the hall. Hearing no one coming, Kellen dashed across the open area between the columns coming to a halt only once he reached the opposite end.

Kellen stepped out from behind the support column, but immediately slipped back into the shadows when he heard the shuffling of footsteps behind him. The warrior sighed in relief briefly when he saw four brown-robed men entering the main hall from one of the other corridors. Early apprentices who had yet to identify their dominant school of magic traditionally wore brown robes. For a master of the Kenzai Order like Kellen this group would pose no threat to him as long as they did not raise an alarm and bring the wrath of the masters down on him.

“Did you see that little rock golem that Master Byrn made?” asked one of the brown-robes excitedly, “I heard it was following him around like a little pup and doing tricks!”

Another brown-robe laughed, “Do not be foolish! It was just lifeless rock. Master Byrn was animating it as a joke making it act like a pet.”

The quartet continued down another hall taking no notice of Kellen crouched in a corner.

“Still it was impressive,” replied the first amicably as they wandered out of earshot.

Alia’s study was not far down the hall and Kellen ran into no more of the castle’s magical residents. He tried the door carefully and found it unlocked. The door opened slowly and Kellen popped his head in to find the study empty. “Were they trying to make the Collective appear larger than they really are?” he wondered aloud.

Scouring the study Kellen found his armor sitting on a long table surrounded by various other items, mostly jewelry and rings of a magical nature that could be easily carried around. His warhammer was propped up in a corner.

The knight put on his padded clothing followed by his shiny plate armor and strapped the warhammer to his back. The plate fit like a second skin and for the first time in weeks he felt whole again. Kellen allowed the magical armor to absorb the energy he had taken from Tomlin further enhancing his own natural resistance to all forms of magic. He was about to leave when he turned back and scooped up several of the enchanted rings depositing them in a small pouch. “Spoils of war,” Kellen remarked. Not knowing what any of them did it would be too risky for him to use any of them, but whatever he took could not be used against him later.

The study’s door opened and Kellen looked for a place to hide; seeing none he readied his warhammer and prepared to strike as a black-robed figure entered the room. He brought the hammer down on the magician with all of his strength in a blow that should have crushed her skull, but she saw some movement in her peripheral vision and leapt back so that the weapon smashed into the stone floor instead leaving it chipped and cracked from the force of the swing.

The magician’s hood fell back to reveal Alia Necros staring at the armored warrior in her office with surprise, but not fear. “Byrn!” she yelled never taking her eyes from Kellen.

The Kenzai swung his hammer in a horizontal arc that Alia would not be able to dodge in such a confined space, but she erected a magical shield that deflected the blow although her shield shook from the combined impact and natural magic absorbing properties of the warhammer.

Instead of swinging again Kellen reached out with his free hand and pressed it against the barrier, which immediately lit up with blue flame as it ate through the shield in a matter of seconds. As the shield faded Alia began to center herself and cast another spell, but it was too late. Kellen grabbed the enchantress and drained her power with the same efficiency that he drained Tomlin.

A large gust of wind blew in from the interior door knocking both Kenzai and magician off their feet. However, unlike Alia who was knocked down flat, Kellen in his heavier and magic resistant armor was only forced to his side and was able to roll into a crouching stance.

The person standing before Kellen who had created the great wind was Byrn Lightfoot as he expected. “Stand down, Kellen,” Byrn told him firmly. The young man Kellen met four years earlier was gone and replaced by this coolly confident and deadly magician. Byrn held his hand out toward the floor and the stone moved to obey. It rose up toward Byrn and changed shape elongating and growing sharper until Byrn held a stone sword in one hand. Then flames sprang from the stone weapon combining two elements into one spell; a difficult trick for most magicians, but one that Byrn appeared to pull off with a casual effort.

“I will ask only once more,” Byrn warned, “Stand down while you still can.”

“What makes you think you can best me?” Kellen asked rising to his feet, weapon in hand, “We are both masters of our disciplines, but I have faced many masters like you in the decades since I first joined the Kenzai Order. How many masters of my order have you faced? I have hunted magicians since before you were born.”

Byrn’s response was in the form of an attack as he charged Kellen with his sword at the ready. It was a sloppy move and one that Kellen easily avoided sidestepping around Byrn so that he was now behind the magician.

Kellen drove the head of his warhammer into the small of Byrn’s back, but his weapon bounced off harmlessly as an invisible magical shield deflected it. How could Byrn wield so many different types of magic at once? It was nearly unheard of in modern times. Even Sane would have difficulty with such a feat and he was a master of multiple magical disciplines.

Byrn turned to face Kellen swinging his sword high and the knight ducked underneath it before giving Byrn a plated punch to the gut that once more spread the blue flame across Byrn’s barrier dissolving it as he had done with Alia’s shield. However, doing so drained much of the magical energy he had absorbed from the enchanters. He guessed he would only be able to negate one or two more spells before he would be out of energy.

The rock-fire sword glanced off of Kellen’s armor at the shoulder as Byrn slashed the weapon back across the other way. It forced Kellen off balance so that he ended up standing over Alia. He cursed himself for even considering such a dishonorable tactic even if it was to save his own life, but the knight lifted the woman off the ground and created a blue flame in one hand and held her tightly with the other. Kellen brought the flame near enough to her face to give Byrn pause to stop his attack without putting her in immediate danger.

“You don’t want to do this,” Byrn said inching his way toward Kellen and Alia.

“Let me go!” Alia shouted angrily trying to push her mental thoughts at the Kenzai, but with her magic temporarily robbed it was a futile effort.

“Sorry, enchantress, but your spells will not work on me.” To Byrn he added, “I will set her free, but I need something from you first.”

Byrn looked into Alia’s stunning blue eyes made all the more brilliant by Kellen’s magical blue flame reflecting in them. In this woman he saw himself as he wanted to be: strong, decisive, and always putting the needs of others before his own and he knew in that moment that he could not stand the thought of being without her. “What do you want?” he asked.

“Safe passage. Agree to transport me out of here and I will release her,” Kellen demanded.

“Done,” Byrn agreed showing no signs of hesitation, “but I need a rune first. I only have a few left that survived the fire, but one is all we need. They are up in my room.”

“Then that is where we will go. Now do me a favor and carry my warhammer for me since my hands are full.”

Byrn discarded his rock-fire sword and the weapon dissolved back into the floor from whence it came. Then he collected Kellen’s hammer and led the way slowly up to his room. They came across several other magicians on the way there including Ryonus and Levak, but Byrn told them all to leave Kellen alone so that no harm would come to Alia. However, that did not stop any of them from following at a safe distance with staves or grimoires at the ready.

When they reached Byrn’s room it did not take long for him to find an undamaged rune. He held it out for Kellen to see. “This will take us to Everec. My mother will undoubtedly treat you well during your time there and I will not be accosted when I try to leave.”

“Turn it over,” Kellen ordered and Byrn obeyed revealing the name Everec written across the back of it in his chaotic handwriting. Satisfied, Kellen agreed to let the woman go if Byrn would take her place as his prisoner just long enough to transport them to Everec.

Byrn looked to each of the magicians that were crowding outside of his bedroom doorway, but their expressions revealed nothing. He, then, looked to Alia who told him not to agree. “He is grasping at straws,” she said ignoring the fact that Kellen held her life in his hands, “Do not let him use me as a bargaining chip,” but Byrn could not risk harm coming to her.

He placed the knight’s hammer against a cupboard nearby and said, “Very well. Take me instead.” Byrn held his arms out to his side so that Kellen could clearly see he was not up to anything.

In the briefest of moments Kellen released Alia and immediately grabbed Byrn now holding the blue flame to his face. Ryonus and Levak moved reflexively to intercept Kellen, but he grabbed Byrn too quickly. He pulled the fire master back until they were near the cupboard where Kellen ordered him to take the warhammer without making any sudden movements.

“Now get us out of here,” Kellen ordered and a moment later they vanished into the air like they were wayward spirits.

Alia turned to Ryonus. If he expected to see sorrow or panic in her face, then he would have been surprised to see only cold determination instead. “How quickly can we get to Everec?” she asked.

 

  

Chapter 18

 


 


 


 


Byrn and Kellen rematerialized in the magician’s tower overlooking the manor house and the city below. Kellen held onto Byrn from behind by the stomach with his left hand and held his other hand to the magician’s face still brandishing a bright blue magical flame. The heat from Kellen’s flame felt warm so near the fire master’s face, which was a surprise in itself since Byrn thought he had transcended any weakness to the elements within the last few months. He tossed Kellen’s warhammer to the floor where it let out a sharp clank, as it struck stone.

“My part of our bargain is complete. Now release me,” Byrn told him bitterly; fueled with the discomfort of being under someone else’s control. When the knight did not loosen his grip, Byrn repeated more harshly, “Kellen, release me!”

Instead, Kellen tightened his hold on Byrn and said, “No, you will stay with me and be brought to justice for your crimes.” A sense of moral superiority could be heard clearly in the knight’s voice.

Byrn began to concentrate on his body focusing his internal energy and preparing to release it in a burst of fire. “This is how a knight of the kingdom honors his agreements?” Byrn ventured in an attempt to keep Kellen distracted from what he was really planning.

“Our agreement was that I would release your girlfriend,” Kellen shot back, “Letting you go was never mentioned.”

“That is how you justify your actions?” Byrn sneered.

Kellen squeezed him even more forcefully in anger. “You want to talk about justifying your actions,
knight-magician?” Kellen spit out the title. It was ironic that the last person who called him that was Alia and she did it at that time with all of the venom that Kellen now possessed. “You- who ran off with a group of rogue magicians and broke into Baj.”

“I can no longer support the kingdom. That was before…”

“Before what?”

Before Lion’s Landing. Before he watched people that he loved like family die. Before he held Turshyn’s dying body in his arms even as a crossbow bolt was buried deep in his own back courtesy of a Kenzai assassin.

The magical energy he had been building was released in a fiery burst that threw Kellen away from Byrn, pressing the knight against the wall, but saving him from falling down completely.

Ready to fight, Byrn spun around to face Kellen, but the Kenzai warrior already rebounded from the attack and was charging at Byrn with his palms open and out. He grabbed Byrn’s arms and Kellen’s hands began to glow. Byrn struggled to get free of the larger man’s grip, but found Kellen’s hold to be too powerful to break. In less than a half minute, Kellen had drained the magician of all of his magic.

Knowing that Byrn was no longer a threat, Kellen released him and Byrn stumbled backward, catching hold of a nearby chair to keep from falling to the floor. Kellen retrieved his hammer from where Byrn had tossed it and was about to say something when he suddenly stopped. Something from outside the tower’s window caught his attention.

“My goddess,” Kellen whispered. He starkly stared out the window leaving Byrn all but forgotten for the moment.

For a split second Byrn considered running while the Kenzai was distracted by whatever he was seeing outside, but curiosity got the better of him and he peered over the larger fellow’s shoulder. What he saw shook him to his core. Everec was in shambles. As far as the eye could see homes and shops were destroyed or ransacked with only a few of the larger buildings still standing, unmolested. In the distance Everec’s protective wall was little more than a mess of rocks strewn about the landscape. The main estate where Marian resided was thankfully untouched, but the grounds and much of the city where inns and other large buildings still stood were occupied by gray-skinned figures dressed in primitive garb milling about.

“Orcs,” Kellen hissed, “What was happening in Everec when you were last here?”

A pang of guilt attacked Byrn as he looked over the destruction. Once more, he failed to be where he was most needed. Perhaps if he had been here, whatever this was never would have happened.

“The local ranges were being plagued by bands of orc raiders when my mother and I were assigned here by Warlord Nightwind. She was to investigate and put an end to the raids and I was stationed here to help as I saw fit whenever the warlord had no need of me.”

“It appears that the warlord’s faith was misplaced,” Kellen commented dryly leaving Byrn to wonder if the dig was against his mother, him, or both of them. Deciding to be the bigger man, Byrn did not pursue the comment further.

“So now what do we do?” he asked. “We cannot hope to fight our way out especially without my magic.”

Raising a questioning eyebrow Kellen looked Byrn squarely in the eye, “What makes you think ‘we’ are going to do anything together? You have made your loyalties clear and they are not with the kingdom. If all you wanted was to live your life in peace, then you know I would have supported that, but I will not turn a blind eye to what you are doing with your Collective.”

“You’re wrong!” Byrn protested more loudly than he meant to. He continued more quietly, “That is what we want, but even something as simple as living is denied us. We fight for our freedom and nothing more.”

Kellen shook his head, “Nothing more than words. I have half a mind to turn you over to these orcs and be done with you. They do not deal with magicians as kindly as we do in Aurelia.”

Byrn grabbed Kellen’s forearm. “I need your help. My mother is here somewhere and I cannot find her on my own, not powerless like this. I would not even know how to begin,” he pleaded searching for any hint of sympathy behind the knight’s eyes.

Finally Kellen relented. “If I help you, then will you agree to come back with me willingly to Baj to answer for your crimes?”

“You’re asking me to trade my life for my mother’s?”

“I am,” Kellen nodded sternly. “Of course, I could continue to deplete your magic as it regenerates and drag you back to Baj
without
helping your mother.”

A minute passed as Byrn considered his decision. “It seems I have little choice,” he admitted half-heartedly.

“Give me your runes,” demanded Kellen with an extended hand.

“What? Why?” asked Byrn.

“If you truly intend to give yourself up once we find your mother, then you won’t need them,” Kellen plainly told him, “Unless you were planning to betray your commitment once she is safe.”

Unable to argue with the knight’s logic, Byrn turned over the two runes he had on him. One of which would lead back to the Collective’s castle in Wolfsbane. He would have to get it back from Kellen and either use it or destroy it, but for now he had to do as Kellen asked.

Kellen put the runes in the same pouch as the rings he stole and said, “Now we wait and watch. We need to learn what the orcs are doing and see if they move any prisoners… or bodies. It is important to establish a pattern of behavior to determine a way to infiltrate them unseen and find a way to rescue any captives they me be holding.”

 


***

 


The hours passed slowly as Kellen and Byrn watched the orcs go about the city collecting supplies and leaving them in certain locations throughout the city. “See how they are massing some food stuffs near the manor and the inns where most of the orcs are staying, but most of it is being placed closer to the city’s borders? They are planning to hold Everec, but are also resupplying much of their army to move out. It looks like they are planning to go farther west probably into the dwarven mountain ranges.”

“Why would they come through the human lands and make an enemy of us?” Byrn asked him, “Surely they could reach the Mainor Mountains by traveling through the Dread Marsh.”

“Can’t say. I have never been into the Dread Marsh myself, but maybe they had a score to settle here first.”

 


***

 


The watch continued in silence for a few hours more and night fell over Everec. The danger of the orcs was ever present in Byrn’s mind, but another concern had been bothering him. “When will my magic return?”

At first, it seemed like Kellen would not answer, but eventually he did respond to the magician’s question. “It usually takes a day, but the stronger magicians tend to recover more quickly.”

“How is that possible? The runes in Baj and the Kenzai I faced before could not do anything like that.”

For the first time in weeks Kellen smiled and it was the genuine smile that Byrn remembered from the first time the two men met years ago. “Well, you never faced me before,” he boasted, “I am a master of my art just as you are of yours. Like with magicians, Kenzai masters are rare, but extremely deadly. Just as a master magician can do things that an apprentice would find impossible, so can a Kenzai master wield abilities beyond our students. However, our skills are geared toward you and your kind so we are not considered dangerous to the general populace.”

“How nice for you, not having to be locked up just because of how you were born,” Byrn said sarcastically.

“Life is not always just,” agreed Kellen, “but we live it as best we can.”

Then the knight put a finger to his lips calling for silence. He pointed down below and Byrn leaned his head out the open window. A party of four orcs was entering the tower.

“Now what?” asked Byrn in alarm. He held his staff with the spear end facing out. He tried to remain calm, but his hands still shook nervously. He had not fought in hand-to-hand combat since he was seventeen years old and knew little more than how to defend himself. Not to mention there was Ashura’s curse to consider…

Seeing the magician’s shaking spear, Kellen told him, “We hide and only fight as a last resort. Bringing the full force of thousands of orcs down on our hands would be a bad idea.”

“Kellen,” Byrn began uneasily, “if it comes to a fight, I can’t do it.”

“Nonsense, you are an able fighter,” the knight tried to reassure him, suddenly realizing that his life could be in the hands of this young man within the next few minutes. “You are just unaccustomed to fighting without magic anymore. Don’t forget I saw you take down an ogre with nothing more than a sword and bravery before you became a magician.”

“You fail to understand,” Byrn began, but Kellen cut him off in mid-sentence.

“They’re coming,” warned the knight hastily.

The pair scrambled for hiding places as the sound of orcs tromping their heavy boots up the tower’s stairway. Byrn hid under a small table that was pushed up against a wall. It had a dull brown tablecloth lying on top of it and over the sides. Pulling down carefully, Byrn shifted the tablecloth so that it draped farther down and hopefully would better hide him from view.

Being a bigger man by a head and wearing full plate armor, Kellen’s options to hide were far more limited making the only possible hiding place an oversized armoire that was used to hang nice dress clothes. He unstrapped his warhammer as he closed the armoire from the inside.

The sounds of searching could be heard from the level below them as the orcs haphazardly turned over chairs and opened doors before slamming them closed again. It would not take long for them to reach the room where Byrn and Kellen were hiding. Byrn silently hoped that the orc’s inspection was routine and that neither he nor Kellen had done anything to draw unwanted attention that would result in a more thorough search. They had been so careful to make sure that no one could see them from any of the tower’s open windows. No one could possibly know that they were there. Could they?

The rough chattering of orcs got louder as they clattered up the stairs. The language was incomprehensible, but sounded angry as they entered the small room. One of the orcs stopped close enough so that Byrn could have reached out and grabbed his leg. Their gruff tongue continued unabated as the orc party searched the room carelessly. For a moment Byrn thought their chaotic examination would not discover either of the humans. Then he heard the fast creek of the armoire being flung open.

The shouting grew louder and impossibly angrier as the orcs discovered Kellen. Byrn risked a glance out from his hiding spot and saw Kellen swing his hammer in a wide arc to keep the orcs at bay. His back was to the wall forcing all of the orcs to face him from the front. After a few feints and parries on both sides Kellen struck an uneasy stalemate with the orcs where they would stay out of the range of his hammer, but would not retreat any further.

Should I get involved? Byrn wondered. He could scramble out from underneath the table… and then what? These were trained fighters and Byrn was a magician lacking any magic and who may or may not have a curse on him preventing him from killing. If he were to reveal himself now all he would accomplish would be to get killed.

Like a lightning strike, the memories of that fateful night at the school sprung to mind. It was all so vivid! Byrn conjured that great ring of fire trapping all of those Kenzai assassins within it. He could have burnt them down to the bone. He could have destroyed them all then and there, but he didn’t. Instead he held back allowing them to flee to the clearing to be dealt with by others so that he could keep his hands clean and avoid Ashura’s curse, preserving his own life.

Ten magicians died that night and deep in his heart Byrn knew he could have prevented it. He witnessed three of them die firsthand. Minnie was only fifteen years old, but she fought with all her heart and little thought for her own safety. Avelice was a mentor and a friend and she died trying to protect her students when all hope had already been lost. Turshyn was his best friend. He held on to the end, but eventually succumbed to his injuries. Byrn would have been dead too if not for Alia showing up at the last minute.

Byrn could not hold back the shout of defiance as it escaped his lips. Raw power, so great that the sudden rush was nearly overwhelming, surged through him boiling his blood and giving his body boundless strength. His fist struck the top of the table he was hiding under and it flew into the air crashing into the ceiling. Everyone stood still, or at least that was how it seemed, as Byrn leapt to his feet and, slashing his staff, struck the nearest orc in the face with the blunt head. His next strike was a low upward arching swing that brought the blade end of his staff up another orc’s leg. The second orc began to fall to one side and time started to speed up a little as it approached its normal flow.

The third orc who stood nearest Kellen lunged for Byrn, but a well-placed blow from the knight to the orc’s unguarded back sent him to the ground with a wail that was cut short as his head met the floor.

The last of the orc patrol stood between the humans and the doorway leading to the stairs. Time returned to its normal passage and Byrn felt a little dizzy from the exertion, but the final orc did not try to take advantage of the momentary lapse if he noticed. Instead he let out what sounded like a curse word and fled down the stairs shouting a single orcish word, “Magikan!”

“Orcs don’t retreat. He is going for help!” Kellen told him.

Byrn ran after the orc moving his legs with swiftness he had never known before, but he barely noticed. His full attention was on the fleeing orc. They raced toward the bottom with Byrn gaining ground, but he would not reach his query before the orc would make it to the courtyard.

The orc burst through the tower door and yelled for all too hear. “Magikan! Magikan!” he shouted followed by a few other words in orcen.

Orcs came from all directions surrounding Byrn as he erupted from the tower. His heart was beating with such ferocity that it felt like it would rupture in his chest. The exertion- the exhilaration was nearly overwhelming!

Raising his arms and his staff high in the air, Byrn called the wind to his aid, bending the currents down from high in the sky where it blew the wildest and forced it to rush around him. At first, the orcs surrounding him found it difficult to hold their ground, then it became hard to stay on their feet. Finally after a few minutes the rushing wind became so powerful that the orcs that had come to face the master elementalist were forced to flee to the safety of buildings or risk being swept away by the wind like so much dust.

Kellen screamed something at Byrn, but he could not make out what the Kenzai was saying over the roar of the wind. Despite the swirling gale surrounding him, Byrn felt flush and his earlier fit of dizziness returned forcing him to his hands and knees.

“We need to escape while we have the chance!” Kellen shouted over the dying gusts as they returned to their normal flow and place in the sky. Lifting Byrn, Kellen propped up the magician and held him by the waist. “Can you walk?”

Byrn nodded dumbly and put one foot in front of the other as Kellen almost dragged him along. “I pushed too hard for too long,” Byrn stammered, “Never felt so much raw power passing through me before. It was like being washed away in a flash flood.”

“I’m surprised you were able to cast anything at all. It is rare for a magician to recover so quickly from being drained as you were.”

They walked a dozen more paces at the gruelingly slow pace they could manage when Byrn called for a stop. “We are only delaying the inevitable,” he told the knight, “Leave me behind. Go and find help.”

The big man was silent for a moment and Byrn thought he might not answer, but eventually Kellen said, “You would die,” very matter of factly. Byrn smiled despite himself, but his head was tilted away so the warrior could not see; Kellen never actually said that he would not abandon the magician.

“Just go,” Byrn pushed the knight away with more strength than he thought he still possessed, “and keep your promise. Find my mother.”

An orc wielding a large battle-axe came around a corner to block the humans’ passage. Then another turned the same corner to stand beside him. They were followed by more orcs in all directions until the humans were surrounded once again. Kellen drew his warhammer. He hesitated for a few seconds, but set down his weapon.

The orc with the battle-axe shouted something and Kellen whispered to Byrn, “Your staff- set it aside.”

“No,” he said holding onto his staff all the tighter despite the fact that his vision was blurring and the world tilted violently as Byrn struggled to stand.

Kellen ripped the staff from Byrn’s hands with a small amount of effort and tossed it over by the warhammer, clattering as it hit the cobbled street. He put his hands up with palms out to show he was unarmed and said a few words in orcen. Byrn did not need to speak the language to know that Kellen had surrendered on both of their behalves.

The orcs approached them cautiously with weapons drawn.
  

Chapter 19

 


 


 


 


“It has been two days since Byrn Firemas left with the prisoner, Kellen Dungeonlord of Baj,” Xander Necros spoke in front of forty magicians with various degrees of talent and experience as he stood atop the dais in the throne room, but it was only the opinions of the Collective’s inner circle that concerned him. They were the masters who directed the group’s goals and objectives and although they were far beneath him in terms of magical aptitude, he still needed them to make this rough association of magic users something that all of Aurelia would fear. “We can only assume the worst. Byrn has either turned against us or he has been taken prisoner and will be tortured until he is forced to betray us.”

“How can you say such a thing?” Alia countered loudly so that all would hear and climbed the stairs leading to the dais so that she could stand eye to eye with her father, an act that was more for symbolic purposes than actual need. She was glad for her father’s joining of the Collective and even welcomed him taking charge of the group from her as a figurehead, but she would not allow this kind of talk to continue. “Byrn’s loyalty to the Collective has never been in question! If not for him, you would not be here!”

The old necromancer raised his hands in supplication, “Of course, my daughter, you are right. I only meant that with Byrn’s failure to return it could mean disaster for us. We could be exposed.” Xander turned to the assembled magicians, “No matter how you consider it, Byrn’s continued absence means that the Kenzai is still alive and that means that we are in danger. He was the dungeon master of Baj and will have reported our existence to his superiors by now.

“Even now Aurelia could be mustering its forces preparing to strike at us. I stand here looking upon the largest and most formidable force of magicians I have seen since the Aurels came to power and yet we are still so few in number that a concentrated effort could snuff us out as easily as a candle in the wind.” Xander paused for a few moments while some of the younger magicians filled with ideas of grandeur and motivated by their own fears cheered him. “We must bolster our forces,” concluded Xander, “or we will be wiped out.”

“Nearly every free magician we know of in the kingdom is here,” answered Levak, “the only ones not here are a handful of children and their masters scattered throughout Aurelia.”

“But there are others we do not know of,” Xander told them. “Magicians that have not joined us, because they are so adept at hiding that we have no idea who or where they are and likewise they do not know that we exist. So simply put we must make our presence known.”

A murmur passed through the crowd, but Xander raised his hands for silence until they quieted.

“What do you have in mind?” the old healer Skynryd asked suspiciously.

Xander told them, speaking to the crowd rather than the healer alone, “A two pronged assault- most of our forces will attack one of the domains housing captured magicians.” He paused unsure of the reaction that what he was about to say next would receive. It would seem incredibly foolish to those assembled before him and terribly vicious when it was over, but he held no illusions about what he must do. Xander held back once years ago at the behest of his wife, Avelice, and was thrown in Baj for fifteen years as a reward for his restraint. He would not hold back a second time. “I, alone, will attack Baj and free all of the imprisoned magicians there.”

The assembled magicians began to protest loudly at that. Cries of, “That is suicide!” and, “They are killers!” came from more than one direction. Again Xander raised his hands calling for silence, but the crowd continued.

“Peace! Peace!” called the grandmaster to no avail. “Alia, if you don’t mind,” he gestured to the crowd.

She nodded, but wore a forbidding expression. It took her a few seconds to put herself in the right state of mind and projected a feeling of calm across those assembled. It was considered unthinkable for one magician to use a spell on another magician for fear that they might inadvertently wipe out what was left of their dwindling kind or their remaining knowledge, but spells that promoted peace and healing were considered acceptable. Slowly, the gathering began to quiet down so that Xander could continue.

“Killers? You say. Impossible? You wonder.” Xander looked across the crowd resting his eyes on the masters one by one. “Killers are what we need. You have all proven yourselves able and skilled magicians, but we need an army and men who have no qualms about killing when it is necessary. Some of you were in domains, so you know that our brethren there have limited knowledge. We need the magicians in Baj to be our army and train those of us who are not used to fighting and death. We need the ones who have already fought and rebelled against the weak nobility that would have us bow down before them or lock us away so that they do not have to be reminded of how much better than them we truly are.

“You say it is impossible for a single man especially one as old and decrepit as I,” Xander gestured to his elderly form with a fluid wave of his hand, “to succeed where others have failed; to destroy Baj and free those magicians trapped within… Baj was built to withstand the force of an army of magicians. It has defenses that you would not even guess at, but to me, a grandmaster of magic, it is next to nothing. I make this promise to you all: I will destroy Baj and return with our army. Then Aurelia will remember why they fear us.” Xander grinned like a wolf with a fresh rabbit between his jaws.

Silence answered.



***

 


“What in the hells of the wandering dead was that?” Alia burst into the antechamber behind her father, followed closely behind by Levak and Riona. Skynryd, Tomlin, and Ryonus stayed with the rest of the magicians to keep them calm following Xander’s insane announcement. “Don’t you think it might have been a good idea to talk a crazy idea like that over with us before bringing it to the full attention of the Collective? If you think there is any way that I would let you go back to Baj after I just got you out of there-”

“That is enough, Alia!” Xander barked and his daughter fell silent, though her stare was still defiant, “I am so proud of the woman you have grown into… without me, but I will not allow you to speak to me in such a tone.”

“Father, I did not mean any disrespect,” Alia said with downcast eyes, “It is just-“

“Hush, girl,” Xander said calmly. He pulled Alia close and hugged her. “I understand… but you must trust me.”

“It is too dangerous,” begged Alia, “You must not attempt this. Let us attack one of the domains. We have manpower for that and we have enough able magicians now to train them.”

“Then we will still incur the wrath of the kingdom, but have little to show for it. Baj is the true prize and I know that the other masters are too afraid to go after that golden apple. That is why I will go alone. If I destroy it utterly, then every magician in hiding will seek us out and rally to our cause,” Xander’s eyes gleamed at the thought, “Today, we are forty strong. A month from now we could have another two hundred battle ready magicians. Five years from now the domain magicians’ training could be complete and we would have an army of over five hundred. No one would dare challenge us then.”

“That would be a logistic nightmare,” offered Riona, “Where would such a sudden influx of people live? How would we feed them?”

“There are worse problems to have,” Levak stroked his long red mustache; a clear sign that he was thinking, “I never thought I would be part of a conversation where someone said we had too many magicians.”

“I am simply saying that there are more…” Riona considered her words, not wishing to sound overly pessimistic, “mundane problems to be solved before expanding our forces. It would do little good to build this army just so we can all starve to death.”

“Agreed,” Alia added, “we also need to consider how we are going to get all of these escaped prisoners and domain dwellers back here safely…” she paused for a moment, not wanting another rebuke, but Alia would not be denied, “and no matter what you say, father, I will not let you attempt to break into Baj alone.”

“You ladies are quite persistent,” Xander gave a mock frown that succeeded in worrying no one. There were worse problems to deal with than having a loving child want to protect her aging father. “Very well, let us plan.”

 


***

 


It was hours later when their discussion was finished and it seemed that the Collective had a rudimentary framework for their plans. Tired from the ceaseless prattling, Xander took his leave of the group. It was not long after that the necromancer, Riona Necromas, caught up with him outside of his room.

“Greetings, my lady,” his voice sounded particularly old at the moment. At forty some odd years, Riona was no spring chicken, but compared to Xander who guessed he was nearing seventy by now- it was so hard to remember, after a time the years just ran together in a jumble. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

“You said something earlier that got me thinking,
grandmaster,” her emphasis on the title seemed somehow unusual, but Xander was not certain why. He waited patiently for Riona to continue, “Earlier you made reference to the Aurels coming into power as if it was something that you were a witness to, but they have been the ruling family for centuries…”

It was a simple slip of the tongue, but this woman had caught it. Perhaps she knew more of the ancient arts of necromancy than she let on. Xander would have to be more cautious in his future dealings. Perhaps his aged mind really was beginning to fail him. That is a problem that would need to be remedied soon.

“Exactly how old are you?” Riona asked conspiratorially.

“To be honest, my dear, I lost track of my age somewhere around the four hundred year mark, but after your second lifetime it becomes more of an academic distinction, really.”
  

Chapter 20

 


 


 


 


Dawn rose above Everec casting the morning’s light on the hastily built pyre. Soon they would light Byrn aflame with righteous fire and destroy his evil for all to see. The orcs believed him to be a devil, but Sane knew him as something else. He was once a scared boy trying to find his way in the world and not so different from the sorcerer when he was a young man, but Byrn was more than that. He was a prince of the kingdom; tied to that pyre was Sane’s hope for Aurelia and it was about to go up in flames.

The wooden cage Sane sat in rattled desperately, but did not budge as Kellen tried to break the bars apart with his bare hands. Once Sane was knocked out and taken captive, the orcs began their assault in earnest and Everec fell in less than a day. A banding together of miners and city guards were next to nothing against the army arrayed against them. All of the humans were either routed or killed as the orcs flooded the city and made it their own.

When Kellen and Byrn were brought before Zakux and Korok, it was Korok that saved Kellen’s life declaring him as another of the heroes from his vision. He was allowed to keep his armor, but his warhammer was not returned and he was kept as an honored prisoner along with Sane. However, Byrn did not do so well. Korok nearly killed the weakened magician when he saw the young human.

“This one,” Korok had pointed at Byrn with a trembling finger, “He is the great evil that I foresaw! We must destroy him!” and so the pyre was built to do away with the threat that Korok perceived before it even began fore nothing could destroy evil like the cleansing power of fire.

Kellen rattled the cage again. “How can you sit there so calmly?” he accused, “They are going to burn him at the stake!”

“What would you have me do?” Sane projected a calm attitude, but there was an audible strain in his voice under the surface belying his true fears. “I could slit my wrist and free us, but what would that accomplish?” he tipped his head in the direction of the magikans, “We would be overpowered.”

“Nonsense, we can handle a few magicians.”

“To what end?” Sane asked again.

Kellen could only stare at him in silence. He did not want to admit it, but escape was impossible. He could not save himself or anyone else for that matter.

The sorcerer and the Kenzai watched helplessly as Commander Zakux tossed a torch into the pyre.

Suddenly, Sane sprang up with an idea in mind, “Korok, listen to me! If that boy is the great evil that you think he is, then you cannot hope to kill him, but there he is tied to a stake about to be burned alive. Does that not show you that he is NOT this great evil from you vision?”

Korok pondered this, and then surprisingly he agreed, “Yes, that is true. So we will light him on fire and if he lives that will be proof that he is the evil one and it will fall to the two of you to kill him, and if he dies, then that will prove you right and we will give him a proper burial as befits a warrior.”

“What kind of backwards logic is that?” demanded Kellen.

Flames licked at Byrn’s cloak and boots as it quickly surrounded him some twenty yards away. Sane’s heart sank to be so close, but unable to act. If Byrn could only cut open his skin, then he could use the blood source to control the flames making what would be his undoing his salvation instead, but that was not possible; Korok would have seen to that. There would be no possibility for Byrn to make an escape.

“You leave me no choice,” Sane told Korok.

The sorcerer nodded to Kellen who rammed his body into the cage rocking it forward, but his aim was not to turn over the cage of even break free. Kellen reached for Korok and as the wooden cage swayed forward, he grabbed the magikan’s arm. The cage tipped backward and Kellen went with it pulling Korok into the bars with a heavy blow to the orc’s head. The Kenzai’s hands burst to life in stunning blue-white brilliance as he absorbed Korok’s magical essence in a matter of moments.

Sane bit down on his own arm doing his best to ignore the reality of what he was doing. The pain was all the more intense for it being self-inflicted, but he did not let up until he broke the skin and felt the wet, salty taste of blood in his mouth.

“Ashura’s ass! That looked like it hurt!” Kellen exclaimed.

“That is because it did.” Sane spat blood on the floor. He risked a glance at Byrn who was now nearly engulfed in flames. “We must hurry.” Sane touched two of the wooden bars and felt their essence enter and intertwine with them. He mentally pushed the bars to either side and they obeyed readily making a gap large enough for them to escape.

The other two magikans, who Sane learned during his captivity were old pupils of Korok, were nearly to the escaping prisoners even as others began to challenge the Kenzai master and his sorcerer friend. Fortunately, most of the orcs’ attentions were on the burning magician, but that would only last a few moments more.

“I can handle these two,” Kellen assured Sane with a punch of his plated fists together that ignited in blue flame, “just get him down and be quick about it. If we can make it to the castle…” If they could make it to the castle, then they could retrieve Sane’s possessions and use his runes to flee this nightmare.

Sane stole Korok’s bone staff from the sleeping orc’s body and waved it across the battle hungry orcs, spewing a geyser of water at them and clearing a path to Byrn. More orcs jumped to take the places of those that Sane defeated and it became a constant battle to move even a step closer to the pyre as Sane became surrounded.

He looked to the pyre and saw that Byrn was fully engulfed. His body was visible through the thrashing flames, but that was all the sorcerer could see. “You are too late!” cried Commander Zakux triumphantly.

To Sane’s sorrow, he saw that Zakux spoke the truth. Byrn’s body was limp, half hanging from the pole he was tied to as the ropes burned away. The young magician did not cry out in pain as the blaze ate his flesh. The will to fight drained from Sane, and then the ground began to quake.

It began as a light tremble that could easily be ignored amidst the constant fighting, but soon erupted into a vicious shaking of the earth. Some struggled to stand, but most were tossed to the ground. His first thought was that one or both of the magikans had overpowered Kellen, but looking back he saw that his old friend had been holding his own up to this point and Korok was still lying unconscious by the cage.

“Stop this or I will strike you down!” Zakux shouted at the sorcerer believing that Sane was responsible for the rumbling beneath their feet. The orc commander appeared to be more annoyed as if this was nothing more than theatrics rather than being genuinely scared.

The pyre’s flames raced into the sky more than fifty feet at their highest point and strangely, unbelievably they began to coalesce into a shape. They took the form of a humanoid like a golem, but still as insubstantial as a candle flame and the orcs stumbled or crawled away in fear from the massive flame-beast. Wicked red-hot appendages pointed at various buildings throughout the city and sent streams of fire to their roofs burning wooden and grass matted homes with ease. Sane was struck dumb with silence. This was Byrn. Was this the darkness, or at least the beginnings of it, that Korok foretold? When he had proclaimed that Byrn was some sort of omnipresent evil Sane had foolishly doubted him, but there was no denying this. This was… “Byrn!” Sane heard his own voice ring out.

The flame-golem turned his head toward Sane and stared at him for what seemed an unbearably long time. Then it lifted its gargantuan arm and pointed at Sane, though it had nothing like hands or fingers its intent was clear, and the ground rumbled angrily beneath Sane’s feet and his world became a sea of darkness in the time that it takes for the single beat of a heart.

The darkness was all enveloping, but cool and… peaceful. A minute passed in the blackness and Sane thought he might be dead. He had been in the middle of an impromptu battlefield with orcs yelling and fires raging just moments ago. He must be dead, but then where was Kassani to claim him as one of her own?

Sane calmed his mind, because there was nothing else he could do and he reached out to feel the flow of the world’s magic. He could feel its gentle flow and that reassured him. Sane listened intently and heard the muffled sounds of orcs nearby. There was the smell of fresh turned soil too. Reaching his hand out into the dark tentatively, it rested on a wall of dirt before him. He felt in every direction including above and below him and found that the earth surrounded him. “If I’m not dead, then I’m buried alive!”

Sane stifled a panicked laugh when he unexpectedly fell over, because the ground was shifting around him and he could no longer keep his footing, the old sorcerer decided to give up on guessing what had happened to him.

Gravity, at least, had not abandoned him, so Sane had a good idea of which direction was up and down. He began to draw power to himself and was about to release it upward when he heard Byrn’s voice, but it was much deeper and louder and he knew the boy was speaking to him through the golem.

“Don’t do that or you will die,” the golem’s voice bellowed as it came from nowhere or everywhere. It was not a threat, but a warning.

“What is happening?” Sane demanded loudly.

“Concentrating,” the golem rumbled the one word answer, but that one word spoke a volume to the sorcerer. Byrn was in control of, or perhaps he actually was, the golem, but the stress of maintaining this level of magic energy was taking its toll and required his complete focus.

An hour or perhaps more passed as Sane patiently waited in his dirt enclosure. Having nothing else to do he meditated and felt the magic as it flowed around him. The fire-golem, the earthen construct, and cooling the air within: Byrn was manipulating three elements at once and in an awe-inspiring fashion; it was an impressive feat even for a master.

Finally, the earthen box began to descend and safely came to a somewhat jolting stop as it reached the ground. The box dissolved around Sane leaving him standing in a mound of dirt at the edge of a great forest.

Above him stood the golem burning brightly in the sun. The air was charged with heat that forced Sane to step back. The golem rapidly shrank and the silhouette of a man could be clearly seen in the middle of it descending to the ground. His feet touched lightly as the last of the golem construct wafted away. Byrn turned to Sane and greeted him with an exhausted smile of gratification. The fire master looked as if he could barely stand and needed to lean on a…

“Where is your staff?”

Byrn shrugged, “Back in Everec, I think.”

“Along with my warhammer,” Kellen groaned. He was standing in his own mound of dirt stretching, “What exactly happened back there… and where are we?”

“I will do my best to explain, but first we must meet up with the survivors.” Byrn told them, “Truth be told, I am only still standing thanks to the adrenaline pumping through my body. Once it wears off, Kellen will have to carry me the rest of the way.” He smiled at the warrior to show he was joking, but it was obvious that Byrn was not lying about his exhaustion.

They traveled heading at a northwestern route deeper into the forest. Sane guessed they were in the Black Woods although he could not be entirely sure. The Black Woods were said to be haunted and monster infested, but there was little evidence to support such claims. Bandits were more likely the only threat worth worrying about in this place and the cause of such rumors.

Sane and Kellen swapped stories of their recent travels as Byrn listened intently offering little even as Kellen recounted the breakout at Baj and his capture at the hands of the Collective.

He nodded in agreement at Sane’s questioning glance, “Kellen speaks the truth, but he fails to understand my reasons. It is my hope that saving both of your lives will at least convince you to hear me out once we have a chance to rest.”

“You are not the only who has done questionable things,” Sane admitted with a sidelong glance at Kellen whose face was impossible to read. Sane described his encounter with the Kenzai assassin, Bertran, and how Sane ended his life causing Byrn’s ears to perk up like those of an excited dog.

“I thought that I killed Bertran,” Byrn mumbled to himself, “and that Kassani came to take my soul for it.” A smile creased his face and he began laughing more due to his weariness than any true humor. He used a tree to support himself and began to slump forward.

“You were not kidding about me carrying you,” Kellen said dully as he put his arm around Byrn, but the magician had already fainted. Now that Byrn was asleep Kellen began to speak freely. “Your story disturbs me on several levels,” he told Sane, “I cannot abide the idea of making anyone slaves as you describe, but my loyalty must be with my king and if you have renounced your fealty...”

“Then we must be enemies,” Sane finished for him, “I would hope that our shared history would at least buy me your ear until we are clear of the forest.”

“You still live, do you not?” Kellen laughed.

“Fair enough, but I would prefer to wait until Byrn awakens since this concerns him as well.”

“Do you think what that orc said about him was true? In the last day, he shrugged off my chakra attack that should have prevented him from using magic for a full day in less than six hours. Then he cast a manipulation spell on his own body that any master would be proud of. To top it all off, he created that fire creature and rescued us while channeling two elements at once.”

“Three,” Sane corrected with a small amount of pride at his former student’s accomplishment.

“And he did it all without a staff or grimoire,” Kellen finished.

Sane nodded. “Byrn has always been a prodigy, but those things you mentioned… In many ways he has advanced beyond even my skills and what is more he seems to be progressing at an exponential rate. In four years, he has progressed faster than any magician that I have known. Not only is his body acting like a giant magic repository, but he comes up with new ways to use his power- ways that most magicians would never even consider.”

“So you think he is this coming evil the orc told you of?”

“No,” Sane answered instantly, but after a moment of reflection amended his answer, “I don’t know. He has great power, but he also believes that he is cursed by the gods and unable to kill.”

“That is preposterous!” Kellen said louder than he intended causing the limp man he was carrying to stir a little before falling back to sleep. He continued with his voice lowered, “Look at what he did in Everec. He basically razed the whole city.”

“Did you see anyone die by his hand?” Sane countered.

“Well, no,” Kellen was forced to admit, “but I was in that dirt cocoon for a while.”

“Maybe that is his secret,” guessed Sane half-kidding, but he wondered if he was hitting upon something as he said the words, “Maybe he progresses so quickly, because he must find ways to deal with grave threats without harming his enemies. He has no choice except to outthink his adversaries.”

Another hour passed before they came to a clearing that would make a good campsite. Sane cleared the ground of underbrush while Kellen searched for fallen branches that would make a good fire as well as any fruits and berries that they could eat. It did not take long for the warrior to come back with his hands filled with firewood, berries, and some wild mushrooms and herbs. Sane crafted some of the wood into bowls and a larger pot while Kellen prepared the remaining wood for kindling.

Another wisp of magic from the sorcerer to fill the pot with water and light the kindling and soon they were resting comfortably by the fire while a light soup simmered. “We should camp more often,” Kellen remarked and pulled off his helmet as he lazed by the campfire. He looked to the peacefully sleeping Byrn. “How far do you think he took us?”

“Depends on his stride,” Sane shrugged. “If we are in Blackwood as I suspect, then we could be thirty miles from Everec. There won’t be any orcs coming for us this night.”

They ate the sparse soup hungrily, but Byrn did not wake or even stir at the smell of the food. Sane shook him lightly, but he slept like the dead.

“Where are we headed?” Kellen asked thinking of the Collective. He did not wish to go through all of this trouble just to end up back in their dungeon and he was forced to admit that he had no idea what Byrn’s intentions were. They shared a common enemy in the orcs, but that threat was now passed for the moment and Kellen started wondering where Byrn’s allegiance would lie when he woke up.

“Byrn mentioned something about survivors…” Sane tried to make his arm into a pillow assuming correctly that Kellen would take the first watch. He knew that the knight would not want to go through the trouble of removing his armor just to put it back on in a few hours.

Kellen had many more questions, but held his tongue. He wanted to know more about what happened to Byrn and the change of heart that Sane recently had. It was rare for him, but Kellen felt unsure of himself. A big part of him thought it would be best to slit the young man’s throat. Byrn made an unprecedented leap in magical ability in two days and it scared the Kenzai.

When Sane was deep in sleep some time later Kellen crept over to Byrn. He would not kill a man while he slept, but neither could he allow Byrn to roam freely with so much power at his disposal. He touched the magician on the shoulder and drained Byrn’s magic. It took nearly two minutes for Kellen to completely absorb all of that magic and he felt like his body would explode. Quickly, Kellen pushed as much of the power as he could into his armor to relieve the pressure while simultaneously better fueling its enchantments.

Hours passed, but Kellen never woke Sane for his turn at watch. The magically charged warrior found that sleep was impossible.
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The next morning Sane and Kellen broke camp and continued heading in the northwestern direction Byrn had indicated the day before. He did not wake that morning, but his rest appeared peaceful, so Sane tried his best not to concern himself with that. He spent much of the next day trying to figure out how Byrn created that golem and how exactly he controlled it without a magic device.

Kellen grumbled about being forced to carry the boy, but the group made regular stops so that he could put Byrn down and rest. It was during one of these breaks that Sane approached Kellen with alarming news.

“I think we are being watched,” he said.

“Orcs?” Kellen asked quietly and the sorcerer noticed a slight clenching of the man’s jaw.

“Perhaps, but it is not likely,” said Sane, “There is a negative presence that has been stalking us for the last half hour or so. However, it comes from ahead of us like it is content to observe us and fall back. I do not sense any overtly malicious intentions or otherworldly essence coming from the presence though.”

The knight breathed a sigh of relief, “Is that your way of saying that it is a human presence? I am too worn out to fight anyone with some real power right now, but a nice run in with bandits is just what I need to take my mind off of all this craziness.” It was good to see Kellen’s spirit improving. The big man untied his pouch looking for some of their preserves when something else caught his eye. “What do you make of these?” he asked, holding a set of five rings in his hand.

Sane took them and began to examine each intently, pushing a little magic at each of the rings and gauging their reactions. “A ring of luck,” he said as he held up a plain gold ring with a studious expression before setting it aside. “A ring of… fire channeling,” was the next one.

“Probably a gift for Byrn,” Kellen told Sane, “the woman making these seemed smitten with him from the little I saw them together… from my cell.” A hint of bitterness crept into his voice at the end.

“This one is… interesting,” Sane said hoping to draw his friend’s mind away from his imprisonment if just for a short while. “This ring is… well it is like one of a pair. It is drawn to its twin and will lead the bearer of the other ring to this one.”

“How could I have been so foolish? The Collective could be tracking us down even now!” Kellen exclaimed nearly jumping to his feet from flat rock he had been using as an impromptu seat.

“Hold, friend,” Sane held up another ring that looked identical to the previous one, “This is the matching ring right here.” Kellen collapsed back on his rock suddenly relieved.

“So what does the last one do?” the knight asked.

Sane examined it for a few minutes before answering, “This is some sort of healing ring!” Such a thing should not be possible. “Only priests can use Ashura’s healing arts and even then they have never stored that power in physical objects.”

“The Collective had a priest among them,” Kellen said, “Perhaps he enchanted the ring with the woman’s help.” Sane was not so sure, but let the matter drop.

“May I keep this one?” he asked of the healing ring and Kellen agreed. Sane slipped it on his finger and a few seconds later began to feel a soft tingle along the scabs on his arm where he bit himself. The knight put the luck ring on his finger and placed the rest of them back in his pouch for safekeeping.

Once they were well rested they continued onward with Sane carrying their limited supplies that they managed to forage and trap and Kellen lugging Byrn’s slumbering body on a stretcher that Sane helped him make with the judicious use of magic stretching and shaping the wood.

The first snows of winter began to fall that day. It was little more than a dusting in the forest, but that combined with the chill in the air reminded them that they would need to seek shelter soon. Camping in open patches of land would not be healthy for much longer. They discussed turning more northward to reach some of the Western Province’s settlements for a time, but their discussion was cut short by the appearance of a lady of the forest. She appeared before them as if from nowhere fore they never heard or saw her approach. Her hair and eyes were black as night and her skin had a soft white hue that almost seemed to glow before the sorcerer’s weary eyes. In all his years on this world, Sane could not recall seeing anything as divine as an elf at home amongst the woodlands.

“Sane? It really is you!” called out the elf who gleamed with excitement as she hugged him tightly. “I thought you might be dead.” Sane did not want to let her go. Not once did he doubt that Sari found a way out of Everec, but he had to fight back tears of relief. His father always told him when he was a boy to never let a woman see you cry, and he never did.

Three more rangers came out of the forest followed by one fumbling old man. He recognized one of the rangers as Marian Lightfoot and the old man was Councilor Aldyd. The other two rangers he did not know, although Sane was sure he had been introduced to one of them before all the fighting began. Introductions were made and Sane learned that the other two rangers were called Donovan and Chance. He introduced Kellen to the group, because with the exception of Sari none of them had ever met the hero of Colum although being a former resident of the city, Marian had seen him at annual celebrations from a distance.

To Marian, he added, “There is another with us that you should meet,” and he waved his hand at the stretcher resting behind Kellen. The lady’s eyes grew as recognition set in and she rushed to its side falling to her knees at the body lying there. She took her son’s hand in her own as tears ran down her face. Sane put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Do not worry, he lives and is unharmed.”

“Why is he lying there?” she asked trying to regain a semblance of composure.

“He has been like that for nearly two days,” Kellen blurted out earning him a foul look from Sane.

“It is not uncommon for magicians to require long periods of rest after heavy exertion,” Sane told her trying to evoke a sense of the ordinary to the mother frightened for her son’s safety.

“Perchance we should continue this reunion someplace a bit warmer,” Aldyd suggested, “like back at our camp.”

The camp in question was set up at the mouth of a cave a few miles away. The group of survivors came upon it the day before as they headed north to civilization. They stayed there for an extra day to enjoy a break from the cold nights as they gathered food prior to continuing north for Silvering. The cave was a welcome change from sleeping in the forest and the newcomers quickly made themselves comfortable among the survivors.

Sari and Aldyd took turns filling in Sane about what happened after the orcs captured him while Marian looked after Byrn. She had calmed down after they arrived, accepting Sane’s explanation that Byrn had overexerted himself, but when she pressed the sorcerer for more information he would only tell her that that was Byrn’s tale to tell. In truth, he feared that she would be repulsed by what Byrn had done. He saw parents disown their children many times when they found out that their son or daughter was a magician. He did not want Byrn to have to go through that. No one should be called a demon or monster by his own parents.

For his part, Kellen made conversation with Donovan and Chance. The pair seemed to have a dark attitude toward Sane and they would watch him with darting glances when they thought no one was looking. The sorcerer could sense the negative energy wafting off of one of them and knew it as the presence that was watching them in the forest earlier. Either Donovan or Chance had some latent magical talents.

The chill of night was held at bay as the group ate a light, but delicious meal prepared by Sari and Donovan consisting of rabbit and squirrel stew seasoned with thyme and some other herbs that Sane did not recognize. Full bellies and a warm fire did little to improve the group’s morale as they ate together.

“That is the fellow that lived in the tower for a time?” Chance asked with a nod to Byrn. He was resting near the fire, but still had not roused.

“Yes, he is my son, Byrn,” Marian smiled to say those words, but restlessness showed behind her eyes for those who dared to look deeper.

“Then he is a magician,” Donovan’s eyes darted to Sane for an instant before averting his gaze away just as quickly, “It is a shame he could not have arrived in Everec a little sooner. Having a magician on our side would have been a big help.”

Sane was about to say something to defend himself, but he felt a cold touch on his wrist. He looked down to see Kellen’s plated glove wresting there. The knight shook his head gently.

“It must have been difficult losing your home like that,” Kellen offered a gentle reminder to Sane that these people were still grieving their many losses. Sometimes it was easier to accept a tragedy if the blame could be placed on a single person whether they were at fault or not. If Sane was to be that scapegoat, then so be it. It would not be the first time and, in truth he did not care what these two thought of him anyway.

However, Sari would not stand idly by while Sane was attacked. In a rare moment of seriousness, the elf’s voice became edged with tough conviction, “Mind your tone, Donovan. Sane stood with us at the start of the battle, or do you not recall that he was single handedly protecting all of us before he became overwhelmed and was taken prisoner?” The bite in her voice sent a shiver up the sorcerer’s spine. Sari sounded very much like her father, the king of the Red Tree Clan, at that moment.

The rest of the evening was spent mostly in silence. Being apparently the only person respected by everyone there, Sari set the watch for the night in pairs of two. The rotation was set up as Kellen and Donovan; Marian and Chance; and Sane and Sari. The elder Aldyd was the only one who would be able to rest through the night.

 


***

 


Kellen and Donovan sat in silence for a time, each one watching the other and trying to decide if they were staring at a friend or a foe. Finally, it was Donovan who extended the olive branch. “My uncle was a Kenzai,” he blurted out. “It was a secret. I wasn’t supposed to know being a boy at the time, but I overheard my parents talking about it one night when they thought I was asleep. They were scared for him.”

Kellen made a point of poking at the fire, unsure of what to say to that. Finally, he asked, “Is that why you fear Sane? He is a good man. As long as you do not attempt to harm him, he will not do anything to you.”

Donovan shook his head thinking of his overheard conversation between the sorcerer and the elf. He almost told Kellen of their talk, but held his tongue.

Mistaking Donovan’s silence for thought, Kellen added, “I am a Kenzai too, and there are few people that I trust as much as the sorcerer sleeping over there. He is used to being distrusted as a magician. If you make an effort to be cordial, he will respond in kind.”

“He is not worthy of trust,” Donovan sneered, “Not if you knew what I know.” Donovan’s eyes got big as he realized he had said too much. “Look, I just want to get to Silvering and we can part ways. Whatever you and your friends have planned is none of my concern.”

“What do you think you know?” Kellen asked, trying to sound as good-natured as possible. Donovan seemed like he would bolt at any minute- snow and darkness be damned. “I promise whatever you have to say will stay between us,”

“Before Everec was attacked, I overheard Sari and the magician talking.” Donovan paused before he continued knowing that if he misjudged the warrior and he was loyal to the magician over his own order, then the ranger’s life could be over, but he had to tell someone other than Chance what he knew. “He said that Byrn over there was a prince and Sane wanted to find him so that he could kill the real prince and replace him with a magician.”

Kellen sat dumbfounded. “If this is true-“ he stopped himself. How could this be true? Sane may have decided to turn his back on the kingdom, but he would never betray his king in this way, but how else could this stranger know Byrn was a prince? “I need you to keep quiet about this. Sane is grief stricken over the loss of his sister. He may not be thinking clearly. If he truly intends to follow through on what you claim, then I will stop him. You have my word on that.”

Donovan let out a heavy sigh and visibly relaxed at the knight’s words. “Thank you, sir.”

“Now, I must ask you to keep a secret,” Kellen told him. His voice was barely audible over the light crackle of the fire. Donovan nodded and Kellen crawled the short distance to where Byrn slept. His glove began to glow as he absorbed Byrn’s magical essence again. Seeing Donovan’s questioning expression, Kellen told him, “This one is a danger. I drained his magic energy. It will keep him powerless for a time and prevent him from waking. If I can get him back to Silvering, then I can arrange for transport and take him back to Baj.”

“Why not kill him?” whispered Donovan.

“Maybe I should,” Kellen agreed stoically, “but he saved my life in Everec. Besides I cannot bring myself to kill a man in his sleep.”

“I could do it,” offered Donovan looking about the camp to make sure no one stirred. “It would be quick, even merciful.” He pulled his dagger from his belt.

“No,” Kellen told him flatly.

“You said yourself he is dangerous,” Donovan was almost within arm’s reach of Byrn, “The wizard will not let you take him. He wants Byrn to be king.”

For a moment the knight hesitated torn between honor and duty, then as Donovan prepared to strike he shouted, “No!” causing his voice to echo throughout the cave.

Marian’s eyes flew open. She was lying close to Byrn keeping him between her and the fire. Donovan crouched above her son with his dagger raised about to strike. She only had an instant for the scene to register, but that was all the time she needed. Marian threw her body over Byrn’s so that the knife bit deeply in her back. She cried out in pain as Donovan pulled the blade free.

“I’m sorry!” he shouted over and over as Kellen pulled him off of Marian. “I didn’t mean to!” Kellen tossed him to the other side of the cave like a doll.

The entire camp was up and in a commotion. Sari was putting pressure on Marian’s wound and calling for strips of cloth to use as makeshift bandages and gauze.

Aldyd was quick to comply ripping strips from his cloak and pressing on the wound as Sari prepared the bandages. It only took a minute for the elf to stop the blood loss.

Sane took off the ring he was wearing and slipped it on Marian’s finger. “It is a healing ring,” he said in explanation, “It is not very strong, but it might help.” Kellen came forward and pushed some of the magic he stole from Byrn into the ring hoping to strengthen its charge. The act was not lost on Sane and Kellen shook his head. They would discuss it later.

“That is the best I can do for now,” Sari told them. “This region is not known for its healing herbs. We need to get to Silvering soon.”

Looking to where he had tossed Donovan, Kellen saw that the man was gone and so was his friend, Chance. “Donovan and Chance ran off.”
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Tomlin’s hand-cannon rang out with a loud explosion as he fired it at one of the Kenzai guardsmen who had gotten too close. It was a marvelous contraption and now that he finally had the opportunity to use it, he was glad that he “liberated” it along with the control collar all those months ago. The hand-cannon consisted of a steel barrel attached to a wooden handle that he held in his hand as the name implied. All he had to do was load it with a small amount of igniting powder, commonly used for mining, by pouring some down the barrel. Then he could put in a tiny lead ball no larger than the end of a man’s finger. Once the ball was in place, it required a little more powder in the pan on the side of the miniature cannon. Lastly, it was a simple matter of pointing at what he wanted to kill, pulling the trigger that would ignite the powder in the pan with a spark, wait a few seconds, and then BOOM! The cannon would erupt. It was not as impressive as an elementalist’s powers and occasionally failed to fire, but for the young enchanter whose only other weapons were a dagger and a finely tuned lute the hand-cannon was an amazing weapon to add to his arsenal.

Seeing his wild grin as Tomlin hurriedly tried to reload the weapon that only fired about once every thirty seconds made Alia smile despite the danger and growing chaos around them. She was the one that managed to figure out that the secret to making it work was the dwarven powder and it pleased her to find the solution for her apprentice. It also pleased her, because she learned that the weapon had several weaknesses that could be exploited by a magician such as dousing the weapon with water or sending a strong gust of wind to blow the powder out of the pan.

“Don’t grow too reliant on that thing,” she warned.

Tomlin gave her that wolfish grin of his that the young girls found so charming. “Don’t you have an army to be leading?” He was right, of course. They were in the middle of an assault on Ilipse, one of the kingdom’s domains for magicians. Domains- that was a laugh! They could call it whatever they wanted, but a prison was still just that and it was all the worse, because these people did nothing wrong except to be born with the talent for magic. To hear Byrn tell it many of these people had never even cast a spell.

The Collective attacked Ilipse from all sides at once. Their numbers were few compared to the Kenzai that guarded the domain, but they could cover a larger ground per person than the Kenzai were capable of so that they could determine the kind of battle that the Kenzai would be forced to fight. The trick would be to break down the walls and then move in from multiple entry points. Unlike many cities that had walls erected to protect its citizens Ilipse’s walls were built to keep its populace in rather than to keep attackers out. On the inside of the walls and on the streets were carved massive anti-magic runes. The Collective’s first goal was to knock out the runes on the walls. Alia hoped that once the walls came down Ilipse’s citizens would flee on their own into the Collective’s open arms, but she also had a plan for taking out the Kenzai guardsmen if it came to that.

There were only a few elementalists among the Collective magicians and none were masters, but they worked in pairs on the wall. One would attempt to shift the dirt away from the walls at the base while the other would hurl fire, water, wind, or whatever they could manage to try and knock the walls down. Those who could create magical barriers against arrows and summon spirits to keep the Kenzai engaged protected each pair of elementalists as they did their work.

At the front gate Alia, Tomlin, Riona, and a handful of other magicians faced off against two-dozen Kenzai who foolishly decided to ride out to face them. Alia hoped that more would make the same mistake. It would make taking Ilipse far easier if they could whittle down the defenders outside of the domain.

Not to be outdone by Tomlin’s new toy, Riona and Alia summoned a trio of mounted war wraiths each to meet the Kenzai warriors. The Kenzai weapons glowed as they fought the wraiths on two fronts; one was a battle on the physical plane and the other was of a magical nature as the warrior’s weapons drained the energies that kept the wraiths anchored to this world. Left to their own devices the wraiths would not be able to best the Kenzai, but it did not matter. The wraiths were meant to be a distraction so that the magicians could cast their spells uninterrupted and keep the guardsmen from getting too close with their magic nullifying weapons.

Alia shot a short volley of fireballs and was backed up by other magicians causing flames to rain down on their enemies. The rain of fire spooked half of the Kenzai horses, bucking their riders and forcing them to fight on foot, making cutting the distance prove to be a nearly impossible task as the guardsmen were forced to dodge a seemingly endless barrage of magic to have any effect on the Collective’s magicians.

A flurry of arrows came from Ilipse’s wall, but none reached the magicians through their magic shields.

The secret behind the Kenzai’s dominance in Aurelia was that they could attack small groups of magicians using vastly superior numbers, but against a large group of organized magicians trained in how to fight against them, the Kenzai warriors found that advantage was taken away. The magicians on the other hand could react to any situation on the fly using whatever spells would benefit them most at the moment.

When half of the advanced guard was defeated, the doors to the domain opened up a crack and the remaining Kenzai tried to retreat, but the magicians’ fire was unrelenting in the guardsmen’s destruction.

Tomlin laughed, “They are opening the gates! Now is our chance!” he kicked his horse into a run in all the excitement.

Alia chased after him, “Tomlin, stick to the plan!” She drove her mount at a break neck speed until she was able to cut him off. “Follow my lead,” she said sternly. The look in her eyes let him know that no tomfoolery or brash heroics would be tolerated.

“Yes, my lady,” he said sufficiently cowed, “I lost my head.”

Seeing an easy target, several archers took aim at the master and her apprentice releasing a string of arrows at them, but a wave of Alia’s hand created a shield large enough to protect both magicians and their mounts. The pair fell back to their front lines out of bow range at a leisurely pace.

Riona was almost finished with her next spell when they returned to the front line. She had been drawing a complicated summoning sigil on the dirt road used to summon an elemental creature. While magicians surrounding the city from all sides were forcing the city’s jailers to spread their forces thin. Alia’s frontal assault was about to make a big push through their front door and the Kenzai would have to choose to either keep defending from all sides and allow Alia’s main force to enter Ilipse or rally against her group and allow the domain’s walls to be destroyed.

The necromancer looked to Alia, who nodded. Riona’s staff hit the sigil and she filled it with her magic. The ground rumbled and from the earth sprang stony hands like those of a man. Those hands reached out to the edges of the sigil and pulled the rest of the creature out; first revealing a stone head, then its equally rocky torso. The earth elemental was as tall as a man even without legs.

“Break the doors down,” Riona told the earth elemental indicating the large double doors that only minutes before the last of the Kenzai advance party had retreated behind, “and kill any guards inside that you find.” The elemental rumbled off to fulfill its appointed task. Almost as an afterthought, Riona shouted, “but spare any citizens that you come across!” She noted a surprised look from Alia. “It heard me,” she offered in a tone that was somewhere between apologetic and defensive.

“Will it obey?” Elementals were known to have some difficulty telling a friend from a foe in the heat of battle.

“As best it can,” Riona conceded and that was the end of the discussion.

The elemental did as it was commanded and supplied a flurry of well-placed punches and haymakers. Each swing of its rock arms hit with the force of a battering ram in quick succession that caused the double doors to groan under the strain.

Boiling oil was poured on the creature and then it was lit on fire, but the earth elemental barely noticed as each blow caused the door to splinter until finally shattering inward. The destruction of the main doors revealed a reception area large enough to fit multiple wagons in followed by a second pair of double doors.

Inside the waiting area were nearly a dozen Kenzai fighters whose weapons glowed brightly in the earth elemental’s presence. It swung about as it tried to squash the warriors. Massive hands killed and injured Kenzai as they did battle, but watching the fight unfold worried Riona.

“We need to help out the elemental,” she told Alia.

Alia agreed, but failed to get Riona’s meaning, “Yes, it has stopped focusing on the doors.”

“More than that,” added the necromancer, “Their swords are no threat, but the Kenzai are draining its magic energy and once it’s energy is used up it will be dispelled.”

Alia called for a charge to defend the elemental. It was earlier than she wanted, but there was little that could be done about that. Her frontal force would be somewhat exposed, but getting through that door was critical and it was unclear whether Riona had the energy to summon another elemental so soon after the first one.

They had to keep the pressure on the Kenzai. Alia threw fireballs with one hand as she steered her horse into the reception area. She was followed closely behind by Tomlin, Riona, and a dozen other magicians all wielding whatever magic they could muster. Tomlin placed one guard under a blinding enchantment. Riona used black tendrils to siphon energy from another Kenzai who was trying to do the same to her creating an uneasy back and forth of great energies passing between them.

The magicians would have been trapped in a killing ground had they been normal humans, but Alia’s squads spent months training together for a conflict such as this one. They fought as if they were each a smaller part of a larger body, each magician performing his or her own task in compliment to one another. Some kept shields in place protecting themselves and their allies from the archers that were hidden above them as others dealt with the more immediate threats. Two of the magicians battered the blinds that hid archers with fire and wind until they were decimated and those inside were dead.

“Keep hitting the door!” Riona ordered the elemental and it complied leaving the guardsmen to the magicians.

The final gate heaved with each mighty strike and soon began to buckle, lacking the reinforcements of the outer gate it soon broke into fragments so that much of it lied in ruin and the rest swung uselessly on its hinges. Seeing the way ahead of them was open, the magicians finished off the guards in the waiting area in short order.

Before them stood a city that looked like any other except the citizens that lived inside it were magic users. This place would have been considered an ideal by many within the Collective if not for the guards preventing anyone from leaving and the lack of magic being caused by the unseemly rune carvings that dotted the streets and buildings. The streets were bare as those that lived in Ilipse hid in their homes against the sounds of fighting that they must have been hearing on all fronts. They did not know they were being rescued. How could they without contact to the outside world?

“Secure this area! Have the elemental destroy the runes around us as we go and we will begin evacuating the city,” ordered Alia, “and hurry! I can already feel the effects of this place beginning to drain my magic already.” The feeling was faint, but it was there. From this point on those of the Collective in the city would need to be careful about how much magic they used.

A loud crash came from somewhere off in the distance and it was followed by another crash and another as Ilipse’s walls began to collapse like a line of dominoes. In the distance dust flew up on all sides.

Alia smiled, knowing that victory would soon be at hand. Soon the entirety of the Collective would be within the domain, rescuing citizens and routing the Kenzai that had played prison guard for far too long.

“Citizens of Ilipse, hear me!” Alia shouted loudly. Her voice was amplified by magic so that it echoed throughout the domain. “My name is Alia Necros and I am your friend. I am a magician just like you. Those with me are called the Collective and they, too, are magicians that hope for a better way of living, for freedom from unjust imprisonment as all of you have suffered. We have come to free you. You need not fear the Kenzai any longer fore we will protect you. We will teach you the ways of magic if you wish to learn them. We are your brothers and sisters. Exit the city however you may and we will lead you to safety.”

A half-minute passed and there was no response from the magicians that lived in the domain. In those brief seconds Alia feared the worst. She feared that her words had fallen on deaf ears; that the people of Ilipse had no desire to be free. She would not take these people against their will if they truly wished to stay, but what would that mean for the Collective?

Then an old man’s shiny head poked out of a window. A woman came out of her home followed by another swaddling a baby. A family with two older children further down the street did the same. Soon there were many eyes on the enchantress. For a moment, she felt happiness amidst the pandemonium. Something deep inside told her that she was doing what she was meant to do.

The boom of Tomlin’s hand-cannon broke Alia from her revelry reminding her of the danger that still surrounded them. More Kenzai were coming from their left and Alia began to prepare a sleep spell.

Riona’s earth elemental was the key to their victory and it did not disappoint. In order to get a foothold within Ilipse the magicians needed to destroy enough runes so that they could continue to cast spells. Elementalists could also mar the runes, but it was far more difficult and the earth elemental could simply pass through the runes and destroy them. That also meant that the summoned creature’s own magic that kept it tethered to this world would dissipate more quickly, but there was no helping that.

Alia’s sleep spell affected six of the guards that had been charging her, causing them to fall in mid-run and tripping up others that were behind them. In their confusion, the Kenzai were easy pickings for a trio of elementalists that threw balls of fire at the guardsmen. Alia noted with a mixture of pride and depression that these were some of Byrn’s best students. They did their master proud.

Soon the Collective controlled the area before the front gate and Alia called for an evacuation of the citizens that wished to join them. They would be led out of the domain a safe distance that would be protected by more Collective magicians as the fighting in Ilipse raged on. When they had about thirty domain magicians in tow Alia ordered half of her force to the staging area while she took Riona, Tomlin, and a few others deeper into the city.

The Kenzai were scattered and all but beaten when Alia decided to lead her remaining team forward. Her group had done exceptionally well against the Kenzai that they faced, but there was no guarantee that the other, smaller teams had fared so well and she was desperate to ensure that as many of the Collective made it out alive as possible.

A warrior dressed in plate armor and carrying a pair of heavy looking maces suddenly appeared before Alia and her team as they rounded a corner into a park filled with stone benches laid out in a large circle. More than a dozen Kenzai ready for battle flanked him. At first, Alia thought the man was Kellen and hoped that fortune would have it that Byrn was somehow in this domain, but fate was not so kind and although this man was likely a master of the Kenzai Order, he was not Kellen. Without saying a word, the warrior held his maces before him in an “X” that spewed forth a brilliant blue fire.

Alia erected a shield and Riona’s elemental stood before its master defensively as the wave of blue fire washed over them, but the others were not so lucky and screamed in agony at the flames that washed over them. Then as quickly as it came, the flames were gone and the Collective magicians that had been burning appeared unharmed.

Alia asked Tomlin, “How do you feel?”

Tomlin looked at his hand as if he was seeing it for the first time. “I feel strange. Not bad or injured, but just… out of sorts.”

The earth elemental began to crumble before their eyes. The creature rested its weight on its hands as clumps of dirt and rocks fell from its body making a cloud of dust all around it. Its head fell off like the hard, lifeless stone that it was and the rest of its body quickly did the same so that only a mound of dirt that was as high up as Riona’s knees lay before her.

One of Byrn’s old pupils pointed his staff at the group of Kenzai and was marveled as absolutely nothing happened. He tried again, using greater concentration and reciting an incantation meant to help his focus, but the results were equally unremarkable. “Our magic is gone,” the young man sounded astonished.

Riona held her staff defensively. “Can you still fight?” she asked Alia.

The enchantress felt the flow of magic still around her. It was not as strong as it had been moments ago, but it was still there. She nodded to Riona. She could still fight, but doubt crept at the edges of her mind. Only the two masters had retained any magic and they stood against three squads of Kenzai warriors led by a master.

“Tomlin, get the others out of here. Take them to the safe zone and we will meet you there soon.”

The bard moved to obey Alia instinctively, and then stopped. To one of the others, he said, “Go on without me. I’m not leaving.”

“Tomlin, that was an order!” Alia shoved him hard towards the fleeing magicians.

Riona summoned a trio of spooks and sent them after the Kenzai. “We all need to flee while we can.”

Half of the guardsmen fought against the spooks as best they could and their leader, who looked to be moving a bit slowly after releasing his blue fire, was forced to engage the apparitions to protect his men. The other half came after the magicians and a plan began to form in Alia’s mind. She held her hands up in surrender and tossed her staff so that it landed at her feet.

“Alia?” Tomlin’s voice cracked.

“Follow my lead,” she whispered and Tomlin nodded curtly before dropping his staff as well.

Riona backed away behind them. “Are you mad? What kind of mercy do you expect? It will be Baj or death for us!”

“Do not run, Riona, I have need of you still.” There must have been some layer of confidence in Alia’s voice that was enough to reassure the necromancer, because she did not run, but she would not abandon her staff as the enchanters had done.

Two of the guardsmen grabbed Alia and each held one of her arms. Two more did the same with Tomlin and they were ushered forward to meet the armored warrior. As they passed over her staff, Alia stepped on it and chose that moment to strike.

“Rage,” she whispered and the word seeped into the men. She altered their perception so that they could only see the other Kenzai warriors. They released Alia and drew their swords in unison. An enchanter’s talents were for the most part ineffective against a wary Kenzai of moderate skill and to break through their defenses often required a physical connection where the suggestion could be amplified.

Tomlin twisted his body and extended his right leg before the guards holding him could react to Alia’s trickery. The one on his right tripped over Tomlin’s foot while the bard’s own momentum took him, and the other Kenzai to the ground. Tomlin rolled so that he was in a crouch over the second guard and buried his dagger in the man’s gut before he was even aware that the magician had drawn the knife.

One of Alia’s bewitched guards stabbed his weapon through the first guard’s prone back before charging the remaining Kenzai. Although the enchanted men were vastly outnumbered they attacked with such ferocity that the other guardsmen were hard pressed to defend themselves without harming their friends.

Bolstered by their two new allies, Alia and Riona began to cast a new round of spells at the remaining warriors. Riona summoned another spook and sent it after the men while Alia summoned a pair of war wraiths. Tomlin began loading the dwarf powder into his hand-cannon.

The Kenzai master ignored the summoned spirits instead choosing to go after Alia and Riona. He swung his left mace at Riona who erected a barrier that was nearly shattered by the force of the master’s blow. Her magic was nearly depleted.

With his right mace, he tried to take off Alia’s head, but she ducked and seeing an opportunity lunged for the man with her open hand at his neck. She squeezed his neck and shouted the word, “Death!”

The last of her magic coursed out of her body and into the master’s as she willed with all of her strength to enthrall his heart so that it might stop beating and his lungs so that they would stop breathing. The illusion of death was an incredibly powerful spell that could only be cast by a master enchanter. It was so strong that it could convince someone that he was dead with such complete certainty that his body would shut down its involuntary functions. It was a gamble, using the last of her power to cast such a powerful spell, but against the master Kenzai it seemed like the only thing that might work.

Alia fell to her knees as she lost her grip on the master and he fell down besides her grasping at his throat as his body convulsed. Riona’s hands held her, keeping Alia erect. She risked a look at the other Kenzai and the spirits and saw that most of the men were dead. Only two still lived and they were being forced away by the summoned spirits.

A burst of blue flame erupted from the master’s contorting body and his tremors abated.

“No!” Riona screamed and tried to drive the blade of her staff into the warrior’s chest, but it glanced off of his plated armor. He grabbed Riona’s ankle and siphoned the last of her magic away.

Alia tried to stand. She wanted to protect Riona, but she could not convince her muscles to move fast enough. The master yanked Riona’s leg with such strength that the portly woman was deposited on her rear even as the Kenzai got to his feet and lifted one of his maces to smash her skull.

Boom.

Tomlin’s hand-cannon fired from less than two feet away into the side of the Kenzai master’s head. Though he wore a helmet it did little to prevent the metal slug from piercing through and lodging in the man’s brain. This time his body tumbled and did not rise again.

“We still need to get back to the rendezvous site,” Tomlin told them while he helped Riona to her feet. Then he lifted Alia and put an arm around her waist. “You two are in no condition to fight.”

Alia was forced to agree.
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Xander Necros stood stark still amidst the bustling plaza leading into Colum as he took in his surroundings. No matter which direction he looked he saw people going about their business, blissfully unaware of the danger that the elderly traveler who walked with a stave presented. Some part of him had forgotten what it was like to live such a simple life, a life filled with the simple joys of peace and family. He had that years ago with Avelice and their children: Jynn, Risa, and Alia. They were happy for a time, just like these people.

A man and his son, probably ten years old from the looks of him, entered some inn with a picture of a crow sleeping in its nest hanging from its sign. They were probably merchants or travelers without a serious care. No one hunted them or wanted to kill them simply for existing. This was the life that he was fighting for, just not for these people. He wanted this life free from worry for his daughter, the last of his line, and if Xander was being completely honest, he wanted this for himself too.

His staff supported his weight as he focused on drawing in magical energy. None living could surpass him magically, few could even come close, but his physical body had grown so weak over time that he had come to rely on magic as a crutch to keep his body healthy. If not for his timely rescue from Baj, his body surely would have faltered within a few years. When he thought about the power he used to wield when he was Byrn’s age, he resented the old body he now found himself in and its limitations.

“Bah, your mind is wandering like an old fool,” Xander told himself and readied his thoughts for that which must be done.

A quartet of snaking dark tendrils shot from Xander’s hunched over back and impaled just as many people causing their bodies to go rigid as the necromancer absorbed the magic directly from their bodies in a manner that was far more efficient than the bloodletting that most magicians had come to use. Using the blood source was the act of a foolish child who knew no better. To take the magic that was the very wellspring of life was the far superior technique. Fueled by the life forces of those he attacked, more tendrils whipped out of Xander’s body and attached to others in the square until he held everyone in the plaza in his grip.

The feeling of power was euphoric. More than a century passed since Xander had last used the dark tendrils like this. He forgot how much he enjoyed the sheer rush of power- of life that entered his body. It begged to be used, and use it he would.

The people in the plaza lay dead around him, but there was much more to do. He could feel the flow of magic from those hidden indoors and the beasts: horses, chickens, and the like, around them. All felt the icy touch of his dark magic as Xander took more life force into his body.

Somewhere not far off women were screaming as the tendrils reached out for them and a horn began to blow in alarm. It did not matter. There was no threat in Colum or in all of Aurelia that could stand against the grandmaster at that moment.

Power coursed through the old man’s veins as he began to levitate. At first Xander was only a few inches off the ground, but within moments he was hovering above the buildings and made his way to the center of the city absorbing the energy of those below who crossed his path.

Below him, people ran in terror with the intensity of mice scurrying from a starving feline. “There is no need to run,” Xander’s voice magically carried over Colum, “None of you will escape. Make your piece with the gods while you still have the chance.”

An explosion of hundreds, then thousands of tentacles sprang from Xander’s body so that his magic blocked out the sun and sky from the sight of those below him covering the city in darkness. His tentacles spread to every inch of the city slithering in and out of buildings as easily as the serpents that they mimicked and none whom the tentacles touched survived for long. Xander stopped himself short of all out decimation of the population, though his lust for more of the wondrous energy beckoned him to taste of every last soul. He let a few live here and there to bear witness to what he had done. Let them see what he could do and let them spread fear of him throughout the kingdom. After all, what was the point of putting on a show without an audience to witness it?

It took less than a half hour for Xander to turn Colum into a ghost town. Ten thousand lives were stolen and not a single stone was out of place. He looked over his handy work and felt a grim satisfaction at the results, but the utter decimation of Colum was not his true goal. All of the lives taken here were in service of a greater ambition that would allow him revenge against those who held him in captivity for so long and grant Xander his army at the same time.

His body radiated with what felt like limitless power as Xander propelled his body through the air toward Baj. As he neared the magician prison, he felt a weak pulling at him from under the earth. He had guessed that this would be here, but he had no way of knowing for sure until now. Just under the surface lurked something powerful… and dead. Xander pushed some of his force into that mass of lifelessness and was rewarded with the ground churning far below him. The earth heaved as it shifted away to reveal the rising of the undead. Torn and rotted flesh hung from the bodies of many of the walkers, but many more were little better than bone white skeletons. There were hundreds of them; magicians who died in Baj over the years and were buried in mass graves. Again Xander pushed magic into the living dead and this time he felt the cost fore what he was doing was an unthinkable feat even to the most skilled masters of necromancy. He infused them with energy that would act as a beacon for the souls that once inhabited these shabby remains and as the souls of innumerable dead magicians returned to their bodies they were no longer simple shambling corpses, but were undead magicians with all of the powers and knowledge that they had in life if only for a little while.

Xander lowered himself into the midst of the stinking dead. “Attack!” he roared in the uncommon silence, “Destroy Baj! Bring it crumbling down as you always wanted to do in life!”

The zombie horde was quick to obey and the scene erupted into chaos as Baj was battered with earth, wind, fire, water, ice, and lightning from dozens of directions all at once. Many of the undead worked together to manipulate the ground outside of the gate building a bridge across the large moat. Hundreds of spirits and creatures were summoned from lowly wraiths to nigh indestructible elementals intent on breaking through the prison’s gates. The Kenzai jailers tried to fight back shooting arrows from towers, walls, and kill holes, but their weapons were useless against the walking dead.

Not to be outdone by his lackeys, Xander’s tentacles extended hundreds of yards until they reached Baj and he began to suck energy from many of their archers. Feeling the faint drain of the prison’s runes begin to weaken his magical feelers, Xander withdrew choosing instead to let the corpses fight on his behalf.

The fighting went on for hours and the undead magicians looked to be ready to break in soon, but Xander could feel his magic waning at this pace. Keeping the walkers infused with magic was costing him dearly and he would be out of power by morning at this rate; he knew it would be better to end this fight quickly.

His preparation took less than ten seconds to visualize the runes and understand their meanings before the ground begins to rumble and a dozen earth elementals crawled out of it. It was another costly spell, but it was a calculated risk and he needed to get into the prison. “Elementals, break down the prison’s gates!”

Like the walkers before them, the elementals were quick to do as they are told. Their fists struck in unison hitting with a combined will and determination that caused the gate to creak loudly with each blow.

Xander watched all of the mayhem that he had wrought with pleasure. For fifteen years they kept him in this place where he only knew the comfort of a cold cell, sparse food, and the ravages of old age unmitigated by magic. It was only fitting that this place should fall by his hand, and if he could destroy this prison that was built with the sole purpose of keeping his kind from penetrating its defenses from the inside or out, then who else would willingly stand in his way? It was true that Byrn had managed both of those feats before him, but the young man did so through the use of trickery and subterfuge. Xander would do so through his mastery and sheer power!

The gate crashed down and elementals overran the inner grounds turning up rune inscribed stonework as they cleared a path for the lesser summons and reanimated magicians. Those who were more recently dead moved quickly as if they were driven by a sense of purpose in the battle that was sure to come. Those whom were buried for longer shambled and progressed more slowly as the effects of decomposition would allow them to go no faster. Behind them all came Xander Necros. He forced himself to wait before entering this place to allow his minions to do their handiwork.

Xander commanded the elementals to destroy every rune they found while the undead seemed almost delighted to fight the Kenzai guards who found that their magic blocking talents were not as effective on the dead as they were on the living. When it seemed that enough of the Kenzai had died for Xander’s satisfaction he began to weave another spell of reanimation so that those killed would be brought back to life to serve him. Kenzai guards in their heavy armor rose from where they had fallen and picked up their weapons. Along with the walkers and elementals, they breached the interior of the prison.

The ground and walls shook within the prison at the demolition that the elementals delivered with abandon. To the untrained eye the earth elementals appeared to be wreaking havoc without reason, but the earthen monsters moved with purpose. Everywhere they went throughout the prison their goal was to destroy every anti-magic rune they found, so that they way would be made clear for the necromancer and his horde of zombies.

The walkers moved in a much more deliberate fashion. Their pace was slower as they set about securing the prison. First they took the entranceway; then the first floor, killing any Kenzai guards as they came across them. Within an hour the walkers held the first two levels of the prison trapping the few guards that managed to hold out on the top floor.

Xander stayed behind in the reception area as he mentally read the battle through the shifts and streams of the magic and directed his servants to where they were most needed. Nearly six hours had passed since Colum’s population was annihilated and Xander’s power, which felt almost limitless then, was finally starting to fade. Victory was assured, but he would need to conserve his strength for what he still had left to accomplish.

 


***



The sun was rising on a new day as Xander emerged from the prison with well over two hundred magicians at his back. Some shielded their eyes from the shining light of day even in the morning hours. Others began to laugh and shout, as their lofty dream of escape became a reality. Most of those laughs were filled with joy or relief, but there were a couple magicians who sounded a bit more maniacal to the ears of Ryonus. It was a feeling that he sadly understood too well. Years of imprisonment and depravation could do strange things to a man’s mind and it was not like every prisoner in Baj was a priest before getting thrown in that hole.

“In truth, I never expected to see you again,” Ryonus told the grandmaster clasping his hand as the two met beyond the prison’s walls, “It is good to see you still counted with the living.”

“I would expect more faith from you,” Xander told him, perhaps a bit more roughly than the necromancer had intended due to his exhaustion, because he added, “You are an old friend,” in a kinder tone.

“Yes, well, we should begin moving everyone to the rallying point,” Ryonus shook a sack filled with hundreds of transportation runes. “Your daughter is probably worrying herself sick over you.”

“We will go soon enough,” Xander assured him, but he was interrupted by one of the newly freed magicians.

“Hold on old timer, I am grateful for what you did, but I will go where I please,” said the ragged magician.

A tentacle lashed out at the magician and stuck him in the chest. He immediately began to gasp for air as Xander sucked his life away. “I was feeling a bit fatigued,” Xander admitted, “thank you for volunteering.”

The man could only shake in reply.

“Now, if it
pleases
you, young sir, would you like to come with me?” Xander asked hotly to which the man could only respond with a full body thrashing and the look of fear in his eyes. “Good,” said Xander amicably before releasing him to fall on the ground, “and welcome to the Collective.” To the other two hundred and some odd magicians, he spoke more loudly, “I offer you a chance to kill those who have hunted you and a chance to rule over those who have subjugated you for all of your lives, or I offer you certain death by my hand here and now. You have about two minutes to make up your mind.” To accent his point Xander flared a ball of dark magic from his staff that extended six feet in diameter above his head. He moved the staff downward in a very slow striking motion in the direction of Baj. The ball of magic just as slowly rolled from the staff as if it was attached to invisible wires. As the ball gently floated toward the prison it began to pick up speed before disappearing within the prison’s walls. The prisoners seemed unsure of what to think, clearly they expected something to happen and when nothing did Ryonus began to feel embarrassed for his old friend, but Xander just stood there with a wry grin. A minute passed with no activity and the freed magicians were beginning to get antsy. It was clear that they wanted to get as far away from this place as possible, but no one wanted to risk the grandmaster’s wrath.

Suddenly a deafening explosion came from deep within the prison and the exterior walls began to develop large cracks visible even from outside the prison’s walls. An instant later the prison began to collapse inward until nothing remained where Baj once stood except for a smoking pile of rubble.

When Xander asked the magicians for their decisions not one of them dared try to leave, but Ryonus could not help noticing that the grandmaster seemed a little weary as if all of the energy he stole from the citizens of Colum had finally been expended. It cost ten thousand lives to put an end to the magician prison, but there was some consolation that none of those lives belonged to magicians.

For better or worse the Collective had made their presence known and did so in what could only be interpreted as a declaration of war.
  

Chapter 24

 


 


 


 


“Things are spinning out of control much too quickly,” the old man in grey told his younger companion.

“Yes, the world must be brought back into balance, so that it spins out of control at a much more reasonable pace,” laughed the boy who swung a wooden sword at the air. “Despite what some may think, I don’t want a massacre. There is no glory in mindless slaughter.” He swung his sword again testing its weight.

They were surrounded in a world of white that felt foreign, but not unpleasant. Byrn watched the two as if he were a fly on a tavern’s common room wall. Who were they?

The old man looked up and right at Byrn. “We are the Wise,” the old man said.

“And the Warrior,” finished the boy.

“And you have made a mess of things,” accused the one calling himself Wise with a pointy finger.

“Don’t blame him,” Warrior scolded as he swung at an unseen foe, this time behind him. “He is but a weapon; put on the game board by you if I recall, brother. It is not his fault that you failed to properly wield him.”

“I am not a weapon!” Byrn told them. “Who are you?”

“See that is the insolence that threw my plans off kilter,” Wise proclaimed, “If he had stayed with his master at the start of all this instead of running back home, then none of this would be happening now.”

“You knew that was a possibility,” the young one countered though his demeanor seemed to indicate that he was far more interested in his sword work than the old man’s ramblings. “No battle plan ever survives the battlefield.”

“You are right in a sense, Vailon, and I must admit that my plan for Aurelia was coming together though I would have preferred to avoid the needless bloodshed that has already begun and Kassani’s pet threatens to ‘upset the game board’ as you would say,” Wise finally admitted. To Byrn, he offered his apologies then added, “You need to wake up, son. Aurelia hurtles toward destruction while you nap and lives are in the balance.”

“I cannot wake,” Byrn pleaded. “I have tried.”

Wise put his hand on Byrn’s arm reassuring him, “You will wake soon, but first I must show you what has been transpiring, since you began your days long sleep.”

Visions of death flooded Byrn’s mind. Faces he had not seen in years- Jessec, Anti, even Rallen- writhed in agony as they withered before him and died. Colum was crumbling before his eyes.

 


***

 


Byrn woke with a scream on his lips followed by a short fall onto the wooden floor as he rolled out of a bed. It was a dream, he told himself. It had to be a dream.

“By Waicosson’s great whiskers!” swore the elf, startled from her daydreaming. “You need to knock that racket off. We are in hiding.” Her nose and cheeks were red and two empty pitchers sat on the table in their room. From the décor it looked like they were hiding in an inn.

Sitting up on the floor, Byrn smiled knowing that if Sari was here, then his mother must be nearby. “I’m glad that Sane and Kellen were able to find you.” He surveyed the room and saw a bone staff, a bow, and a quiver of arrows sitting on the table before the elf. In one corner Kellen’s armor laid empty, but it radiated with stored power so that it shined far brighter than Byrn had ever seen it before. Then, Byrn turned his head and saw his mother. Marian was lying on the bed opposite him. Judging from the sun shining through the window it was midday. “What is wrong with her?”

“While you slept one of our party, a ranger by the name of Donovan Surefoot, attacked you. Marian threw her body over your own.” Sari suppressed a sob and put on a courageous face, “She thought nothing of her own safety.”

Magic flowed weakly from and around Marian’s prone body. She lived, but only barely. “She needs a healer.”

Sari lifted the pitcher as if expecting to find another gulp and set it back down in defeat. “Sane is working on it. We are not safe here, but we cannot move Marian in her current condition. It was sheer luck that we made it this far with the both of you in tow.”

“I think you better tell me what is going on,” Byrn suggested not unkindly.

“After Donovan attacked you, he and his friend Chance fled into the forest and made their way here to Silvering. I should have chased them down as soon as we realized they left the cave, but I did not want to leave Marian and thought they could pose us no further threat.

“Refugees had been finding their way to Silvering for the better part of a week, so when Donovan and Chance showed up and said they had news of Marian’s whereabouts Warlord Nightwind met with them personally. They brought news of the orcs taking Everec and more. It has become big news that Sane killed one of the Kenzai without reason a few months ago and in so doing has broken ties with the kingdom. He is now a wanted man, so when Donovan and Chance showed up and told the warlord that you and Sane were plotting to kill Prince Janus and put you in place as the next in line for succession Nightwind had no choice except to believe them. Of course, it must have slipped Donovan’s mind to mention that he stabbed your mother.” Sari added sarcastically.

“Why would Lord Nightwind believe such a crazy story?” Byrn asked incredulously.

“Well considering that Donovan knew that you were a prince to begin with lent him no small amount of credibility. It also did not hurt that that was exactly what Sane was planning. He didn’t tell you?”

“It must have slipped his mind,” Byrn gritted his teeth. “Wait, what do you mean I’m a prince?”

Sari eyed the door nervously, “Keep your voice down. There are other people staying here.” Her eyes shifted back to Byrn, “I’m sorry. I forgot you didn’t know yet. Sane should have been the one to tell you.”

Byrn counted on his fingers, “Sane, Nightwind, you, and some random rangers. Who else knows of this… absurdity?”

“Donovan and Chance spread the word to any that would listen and Lord Nightwind basically confirmed the rumor when he declared you an enemy of the kingdom and stripped your title. That means everyone in Silvering, Kellen, of course… Oh, he also told one of your friends in… what was it called? The Collective. So you can assume that they all know. This kind of news travels fast. Everyone in the kingdom will know within a month.”

Byrn buried his head in his hands. This is utter foolishness. He was no prince. Why would a king give his son up for adoption? Then a thought occurred to him, but before he could give it voice the room’s door opened.

In one fluid motion Sari was up from her seat with her bow in hand and an arrow notched, pointed at the door. Sane entered raising one hand palm out in a universally accepted symbol that meant “peace” by showing that he was unarmed. The elf relaxed and set her weapon back on the table.

A green robed priest entered behind the sorcerer. Sane owed him an explanation for much, but Byrn dared not speak freely in front of a stranger.

“It is good to see you up,” Sane told him as he offered the younger magician a hand off the floor. Byrn’s legs felt a little wobbly after days of inactivity and accepted his elder’s help into a seat at the small table opposite Sari. He cautioned Byrn to silence with a look and turned his attention to the priest who was aghast at the sight of the elven woman in his presence.

“An elf,” the young priest stammered, “You are the ones the guards are looking for.” He took a step back and was about to run when Sane grabbed the bone staff off the table and placed his other hand on the priest’s arm. “Be at peace, Brother Murph. This is not the elf the guards are looking for. She is not even an elf.”

Magic passed from Sane into the priest. Byrn wondered that he could never see this before. Magic was all around them. It was in all things to one degree or another. Murph laughed as he looked at Sari again, “My pardon, dear lady. I don’t know what came over me.”

“No worries,” Sari replied casually, “You are not the first to gaze upon my lithe frame and mistake me for one of those mysterious beauties.” Sari stretched her arms over her head in such a fashion that it accentuated her breasts causing the priest’s face to turn a deep red.

“Yes… well,” was all he managed to get out before Sane directed him to Marian who lay on her belly. Her tunic was blood stained at the lower back and the priest lifted the shirt and gently removed the bandage. He examined the wound carefully, “Fine bandaging,” he mumbled.

“Thank you,” said Sari, but Murph appeared not to notice with his attention fully on his patient.

“She is lucky to be alive,” Murph told them. He lifted his staff and held it horizontally over Marian, “Blessed Mother, grant me the strength to help this woman. May your grace and love sustain her and make her whole.” Healing energies flowed from the priest into his staff and trickled over Marian falling like drops of rain. However, it was evident that Murph did not understand that the magic was coming from him and not from the goddess of life, so he was not trying to push his energy into his patient. The end result was some minor healing. This is what Skynryd meant when he would talk about healing magic not being a gift from the goddess and this was the secret to Skynryd’s awesome healing talents. He understood that priests were just another form of magic user and that healing was a discipline just like elementalism or manipulation. The healing energy started to pool around the injury and fill it. The effects were too small to see with the naked eye, but Byrn thought that he could sense the body stitching itself back together. Marian’s eyes fluttered for a moment and then opened groggily; Murph withdrew his staff and let out a sigh. “She will need another healing session soon,” he told the group and extended his hand expectantly to which Sane was prompt to put a few silvers in and make arrangements for the priest to come back in a day.

Sane was about to show Murph out when Byrn stopped to shake the priest’s hand. “I can’t imagine what it must feel like to feel the goddess’ energy pass through you,” Byrn probed.

“It is a true blessing,” Murph told him, “to feel her serenity and pass it on to another. There is no greater peace than to feel her love.”

Once the priest was gone, Marian spoke softly, “Byrn,” was all she said as a smile covered her face before falling back into unconsciousness.

“Lend me your staff,” Byrn told Sane. It was not a request. Sane hesitated and Byrn reminded him, “I no longer need a device to wield magic, but it would be helpful to have greater focus for what I plan.”

“And that is…?”

“Healing magic,” Byrn answered. The sorcerer looked shocked, and Byrn added, “When I became the fire beast I had a breakthrough in my understanding of how we use magic. I can even see the flow of magic around us when I have a mind to. I will explain later, but for now hand me the staff.” Sane handed it over with some mild misgivings. Byrn took a stance over his mother similar to the one Murph had taken. He centered his mind until he reached a state of calm and feeling of complete peace as Brother Murph had described. Then Byrn focused his energy into the staff and pushed the magic down into Marian. The prayer that Murph had spoken was not necessary. Byrn understood it for what it was. All the magic words, symbols, and artifacts were just ways for magicians to focus their minds and energies. Any spell could be cast with enough power and firm concentration.

The wound began to stitch itself back together before their eyes so that within a minute the only trace of the stabbing was a light scar. This time when Marian opened her eyes she was able to sit up as if nothing had happened. She reached at the small of her back and felt the faint scar. “Thank you,” she said to Byrn who sat on the bed beside her. “I missed you,” she added as if Byrn had been away on a trading route rather than fighting his way through Kenzai assassins and orcs since they last spoke.

He hugged her and simply said, “I missed you too,” as if that was all that needed to be said between them and maybe it was.

Sane went down to the common room of the inn to order some food for the group and came back not long after. “We have much to discuss,” he told them when he got back. “First of all, I would like to know what happened in Everec,” he said to Byrn wishing to know about the fire golem.

“Fair enough,” Byrn agreed, “but when we are done, we will discuss my sudden status as a prince.” Sane looked surprised and glanced at Sari who nodded to that and Byrn began his story beginning with the burning at the stake.

“I struggled against my restraints as the orcs surrounding me laughed and cheered at my impending demise,” he told them, “The fire grew higher and threatened to consume me. It licked at my boots and climbed up my pants until I was consumed.” Marian sucked in a breath unconsciously and Byrn took her hand in his before continuing, “Then something miraculous occurred and I realized I felt no pain and no heat from the flames. As my skill with fire improved over time, I had noticed that I built up a resistance to fire magic and was completely unaffected by my own spells. I also learned to control flames that were not of my own making like when I battled Mantellus and sent his own fire back at him, but it was only once I saw those flames surrounding me and knew they could do me no harm that I began to understand that they were connected to me in some unseen way.

“The blaze raged around me, but I did not call out. The irony of the situation was that although the burning pyre would not harm me, once it died down the orcs would see that I still lived and would spear me through the chest. So I began reaching out for the fire. It was utter foolishness, because I knew nothing would happen without a staff or grimoire to focus my magic, but I did it anyway. I concentrated harder and harder and called to the flames to heed my summons with no effect. Then I heard the sounds of battle. It was you and Kellen,” he said to Sane, “fighting through the orc horde hoping to make it to me. The flames were up over my head by that point, but I could see you casting elemental spells as you tried to come for me. Then I could see the magic itself as it flowed from you and manifested in the forms of your spells. In that moment, it all came together and I understood that magic imbued the earth. It was in all things living, dead, and otherwise. All I had to do was reach out and it would answer me, nourish me, and bend to my will.

“I drained energy from the orcs around me taking a little from each one similar to accessing the blood source, but without the risk of death to whomever is fueling the spell. Then I took power from the earth and the wind, fore they held magic too and used that power to feed the flames. They shot into the air and for a moment it felt like nothing existed except for the fire. I shaped it as I had done so long ago with the flame whip under your tutelage, but instead of a weapon I made myself a new body and willed my human one to be carried to its center. I existed in two frames of mind as both the man and the golem, but with the rushing of magic power came something unexpected: an influx of knowledge.

“As I channeled the magic around me I became absorbed in a euphoric state of being and in that state new information that I had no way of knowing became available to me.”

“Like my visions?” Sane asked engrossed by Byrn’s explanation.

“Not exactly. I had no knowledge of future events as you have described them. It was more like I could see all of the possibilities in the world around me. I understood that the orcs took the city in an act of vengeance and occupied it, because they planned to amass their forces there during the winter and then strike at the dwarves in the mountains during the coming spring. I began to destroy the city so that they would be unable to use its resources, forcing them to either advance on the dwarves now with a smaller army and risk defeat or fallback to their own lands south of the marshes leaving the human lands abandoned for the winter.”

“A wise tactic,” interjected Sari with a nod of approval.

“Then I heard Sane call out to me and saw him through the golem’s eyes surrounded by orcs. I wrapped him in a cocoon of earth and did the same with Kellen. I could not risk accidentally killing any of the orcs and fled the city.” Byrn paused for a moment expecting someone to ask why he was unwilling to kill any orcs, but when no one did he looked to Marian.

“Please, continue,” she told him, “We are all up to speed on Ashura’s curse.”

“When I fought the Kenzai in Lion’s Landing I found I was able to sense them in a large area by their body heat alone, but as the golem everything I saw was through the spectrum of heat and I found I could sense things from miles away. I felt people fleeing and began heading that way, but stayed west of the woods to prevent an accidental forest fire. After some time, I found a presence traveling among the others. It was similar to a human, but distinctly different being a little cooler. Again the possibilities flashed through my mind and I guessed, rightly so, that it was the heat signature of an elf.”

“And you figured that wherever Sari was I would be as well,” Marian concluded.

“The two of you have been nearly inseparable for the last four years,” Byrn joked.

“Amazing, simply amazing,” Sane sounded astounded, “How can you
see
magic?”

“I don’t know. It just happened.” The sorcerer looked disappointed, but seemed to accept the answer.

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation. Sari’s hand went to her bow once more and Sane opened the door so that whoever was on the other side would have a limited view. He thanked the barmaid with their food and took it from her before she could come inside.

The group ate hungrily especially Byrn who had not eaten anything in a week.

“Now it is your turn,” Byrn told the sorcerer as he took a bite of pork, “why do people think I’m a prince?”

“Prince?” asked Marian in surprise.

“It is true,” Sane told them apologetically, “I did not figure it out until after you escaped from Baj and frankly was not sure if I should ever tell you.”

“Then why is it coming to light now?” Byrn asked somewhere between anger and confusion.

“Because things have gotten much worse and Prince Janus is the cause. He means to see us all enslaved or dead and when he becomes king he will be able to do just that. For magicians to survive, we need someone who will support our cause when King Kale passes away and you are the only person remotely in a position to do that.”

“The general populace would never support a magician king,” Byrn protested.

“They did in the past. King Fantyn was a magician. Magic runs in your family’s bloodline. How do you think the Aurels rose to power in the first place? If you promise to support the nobles, they will do the same for you. They would fear losing their status far more than they would the prospect of serving a magician king. If you offer the people assurances of safety and security instead of the distress they currently feel at the mention of magic, then I know they will back you as well.”

“After we kill the current heir to the throne, you mean!” Byrn cried exasperated at the foolishness of the discussion.

“Yell much, Byrn?” Sari cut in; her voice was tense. She was more accustomed to being the hunter than the hunted and the hiding was getting to her. Byrn nodded showing he understood her point.

“I will be the one to kill Janus,” Sane said resolutely. “All the blame will go to me. You just need to be willing to step forward when the time comes. That is all I ask.” Byrn was about to protest again, but then Sane said something that Byrn could not argue with. “If you become king one day, then you can make sure that what happened at Lion’s Landing never happens again.”

“When you say it like that, it seems I have little choice. We should go to the Collective. They can help us.” Byrn suggested, surprised at the excitement in his own voice. He truly missed the magicians there, especially Alia.

“From what Kellen said, these friends of yours sound like a nasty lot.”

“They are,” Byrn agreed, “Being hunted your entire life can do that, besides Kellen saw them through the eyes of a prisoner. Were the Kenzai any less ruthless in Lion’s Landing? If anything the Collective showed restraint in comparison. They just want their freedom and they are willing to fight for it to the death if need be.

“Who knows? If you bring your plan to them, it could save much bloodshed in the future.”

“When you say it like that, it seems I have little choice,” Sane said, dryly echoing Byrn’s words. To Marian and Sari, he asked, “Where do you ladies stand in all of this?”

The women exchanged glances and nodded in an unspoken agreement.

“I will go where my son goes,” Marian told them, “I will not be left behind again.” Her last comment was aimed at Byrn.

Sari only nodded.
  

Chapter 25

 


 


 


 


The half-moon was well overhead when Kellen returned to the Sneaky Weasel, where his friends were holed up. Earlier that day he took Aldyd to see Lord Nightwind so that they might put an end to the rumors of Sane’s plans to overthrow the kingdom with the assassination of Prince Janus. The only problem was that it was no rumor at all; it was the truth. Sane truly meant to betray the kingdom and he expected that Kellen would be by his side as his accomplice.

The knight wondered if he was doing the right thing as he climbed the stairs leading up to their second story room. He took an oath to the kingdom just as Sane had done and that oath meant something to him. “You ask too much of me, my old friend,” Kellen said to himself.

He knocked on the door- two wraps, a pause, then three more wraps. The door was opened by a young man wearing a red cloak. “Byrn!” Kellen said in surprise. He did not expect Byrn to awaken so soon following the last time Kellen drained his magic just before dawn.

“Does anyone know the meaning of keeping a low profile,” Sari grumbled from somewhere behind the door where she would be out of sight from inn patrons that might pass by.

If the knight was surprised to see Byrn up and about, then he was doubly surprised to see Marian Lightfoot, awake and healthy, as if Donovan’s attack had been nothing more than a bad dream.

“You seem spooked,” Marian laughed warmly.

“The healer did a wonderful job on the both of you,” Kellen ventured.

“Hardly,” Sane corrected, “It was Byrn that restored her. He was awake by the time I returned with the priest and he learned how to perform healing magic just by watching him.”

“You truly have a gift,” Kellen told Byrn.
Or is it a curse upon us all?
He wondered, thinking of the orc magikan’s prophecy. Deciding to change the subject Kellen, took a seat on one of the beds near the table in the room’s center. “You are no doubt wondering how our meeting with Lord Nightwind went and why Aldyd is no longer with me.” The group sat patiently waiting for him to begin. “Lord Nightwind did agree to meet with us and agreed to hear our side of the story, but he wants to hear from Sane and, now that he is awake, Byrn personally. Lady Marian, as a noble pledged to Lord Nightwind’s service, he will want to see you as well now that you are fully recovered. He expects all of us to turn ourselves in tomorrow morning.”

“Turn ourselves in?” Marian asked, “That makes it sound like he has already made up his mind.”

“We should run,” suggested Sari, “with our combined wood lore and magic we can live comfortably in the wilds indefinitely. I tire of all this fighting and worrying. Soon I won’t be any better than a city elf.”

“It is merely a precaution,” Kellen assured them, “He seems quite amenable to our cause, but Nightwind is a shrewd man. He has taken Aldyd on as a ‘guest.’ The old man is being treated well, but if we refuse to come then he will be thrown into a dungeon for the rest of his days, branded a conspirator to our cause.”

“I have a bad feeling about this. You should all go as Sari suggests,” Sane told them, “This was my idea and it is my mess to clean up. I will speak with the warlord, but I will do it alone.”

“Nonsense,” Marian objected, “Byrn and I are still vassals of Lord Nightwind and we have done nothing wrong. We will go with you and ensure Aldyd’s safe return.”

“It seems that our course is clear,” Sari mumbled disapprovingly. She let her head hit the pillow unwilling to discuss it further.

“You were not summoned by Lord Nightwind,” Kellen told her, “He recognizes your sovereignty from the kingdom and considers you blameless in both the fall of Everec and these rumors that are flying about the city.”

The elf did not care to respond. Others might have seen this as an act of defiance, but Kellen knew her lack of response to be indecision as she considered his words. Sari was torn just as Kellen was.

 


***

 


It was the small hours of the night and everyone slept except for Kellen who took the first watch as he always did. Even in the safety of an inn the group did not feel secure enough not to post a guard. They knew Warlord Nightwind’s men would have followed Kellen back and would be watching them.

It was during those hours that Kellen’s mind turned over and over. There was no right in this situation. No matter which side he fell on he would feel like he betrayed someone that he owed loyalty to- Sane or Aurelia. That was his choice.

He surveyed those around him as they slept. Kellen’s bed was against the left wall. Next to him slept Sane followed by Byrn who was sprawled out in a wooden chair. The younger magician gave his bed up to Sari saying that he had enough sleep to last him for a while. That was a thoughtful gesture for one who very well might be a great blight upon the kingdom, or maybe it is only the orcs he was a threat to. Byrn single-handedly stopped their army and drove them from Everec. Maybe that was what the orc’s vision had foretold. One man’s devil could be another man’s savior. In the last bed on the right was Marian. Healed of her injury and reunited with her son at last.

Stop thinking such things it only makes this harder.
Kellen reached into his pouch and pulled out a pair of simple gold collars.
Turn back while you can.
No, it was too late for that. He could not allow this madness to continue.

The kingdom must be protected. Sane was not thinking clearly. He was still grief stricken over his sister’s death. If he were in his right mind, he would never consider such a course of action. Sane needed time to come to terms with his sister’s death without doing anything rash and Kellen would give him that time just as Lord Nightwind had suggested.

Kellen had gone to the warlord’s castle to speak on his friend’s behalf or at least that was his intention, but Lord Nightwind had seen through the knight’s lies and half-truths. The strange thing was that Lord Nightwind understood his dilemma and was sympathetic. He could plainly see that Kellen was torn between honoring his bond of friendship against his bond of service to the kingdom.

Once Kellen began speaking earnestly he found that he could not stop. The knight told all he knew of Sane’s loss in Lion’s Landing and Byrn’s foray into the sewers of Baj and when he was done he felt like a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Kellen owed no allegiance to the warlord save that they were both servants to the crown and kingdom, but he was glad to be rid of such inner turmoil if only for a while.

“It sounds like the sorcerer has had a hard time going of late. Perhaps he just needs a little time to cool off- to gain some perspective on all that has transpired,” Lord Nightwind had told him, “Given time to think, he would surely see the folly of his actions.”

“My lord speaks truly. Grief can drive a man to do things that he would never consider in his right mind,” Aldyd had added. The old counselor seemed as outwardly disturbed by these revelations as Kellen felt within.

“We cannot lock Sane up in Baj!” Kellen insisted.

“Perish the notion,” Nightwind said dismissively, “I have been given a device that cancels a magician’s power. This will allow Sane to have the time he needs to think without being a danger to Janus or anyone else.” The warlord held up a golden collar to Kellen’s inspection and a plan was made that would serve the kingdom and perhaps save Sane.

The knight shook the memories free and slid one end of the collar carefully under Sane’s neck until it came out on the other side. Kellen snapped the clasp close as quietly as he could. Sane did not stir, but Byrn shifted in his sleep startling the knight for the briefest of seconds.

After calming his racing mind, Kellen made his way to Byrn creeping quietly around Sane’s bed careful not to make any noise that might rouse the others from their sleep. Kellen slipped the collar around Byrn’s neck and was about to snap it shut when the magician’s eyes popped open. Kellen was thrown into the wall in an instant. No magic words were said and Byrn held no staff or grimoire, but the Kenzai was pinned against the wall all the same.

“Hungry for some more of my magic?” Byrn hissed still in his chair. “I have plenty to spare. Or did you just want to put me back into a coma?” A look of shock followed by genuine anger crossed Byrn’s face as he noticed the collar in Kellen’s hand. “Where did you get that?” Byrn’s tone was menacing.

“Lord Nightwind gave it to me. He told me they are being circulated among the Kenzai and the warlords as a way to negate a magician’s magic,” Kellen told him, “to detain him without risking harm to the magician or anyone else.”

“Detain
him?” Byrn’s eyes went to Sane and he saw the collar on him. “If you truly believe that then you are a fool,” Byrn growled. The others were waking up at the sound of the argument, but he seemed not to notice. “That is a tool that robs a magician of his freewill, not his magic, and makes him a puppet. You just made Sane into a living weapon!”

“You lie!” Kellen accused, “All the collar does is negate magic.”

“Really?” Byrn asked sarcastically, “Sane, what do you think of all this?” He waited, but the sorcerer did not answer though he was clearly awake now. Byrn knew he could not answer without the rod bearer’s permission. “Nothing to say? It’s like you don’t have the will to even speak.” Byrn feigned shock with his gaze locked on Kellen. He was about to undo the collar’s clasp when the door to their room was kicked open and a quartet of Kenzai entered with lustrous blue swords at the ready.

“Kill the magician,” one of them said coolly. Byrn spun to face them, but just as quickly turned back to Sane when he realized the one who spoke held Sane’s control rod.

Sane lunged at his former apprentice grabbing at Byrn’s throat, but the younger magician would have been able to toss him aside easily even if he wasn’t channeling physical magic into his body. The aged magician landed on the opposite side of the table at Sari’s feet. The elf tried to remove the collar, but Sane pushed her aside reaching for the bone staff as it clattered onto the floor.

The Kenzai struck at Byrn as one, but he held them back with a magical shield. They stabbed at the shield forcing Byrn to behave defensively while they attempted to drain his magic. Their swords would be no real threat to him. They would need a master like Kellen to drain the magician quickly or wield the blue fire that could cancel his spell, but the knight only stood there watching unsure of which side he was supposed to be on.

In such close quarters Byrn could not use the full extent of his powers without endangering his friends, but the collared sorcerer had no such reservation about using his own power. Shards of ice shot from his bone staff and impaled Byrn in his right arm with multiple puncture wounds causing him to cry out from the icy sting.

Sari grabbed at Sane’s staff and tried to wrestle it away from him, but Sane was channeling physical magic into his aging body now, preventing her from taking the staff, but still distracting him so that he could cast no more spells.

Marian lunged for the nearest Kenzai’s throat with her dagger in hand. She buried it in the side of the man’s neck to the hilt before yanking it out fluidly.

“Kellen, help us!” demanded the one with the rod and the master warrior moved as if the command was all he needed to galvanize him into action. His fists wailed on Byrn’s barrier causing it tremor with each attack. A gust of wind flew from Byrn’s hand and threw all of his attackers off of their feet except for Sane who was off to one side.

“Out the door,” Byrn ordered and the women followed. The rangers did not have time to collect their armor, but each managed to grab their bows, quivers, and knife belts. No sooner had Sari let go of the staff and ran out the door behind Byrn and Marian than a spray of ice sailed out behind her narrowly missing the fleeing elf.

In the common room they were greeted by another dozen of the Kenzai and just as many of the warlord’s men. These men posed little threat to Byrn, but with Sane and Kellen hot on their heels, the rest of their group needed to escape quickly.

The rangers loosed an arrow each into the surrounding guards between them and the door. Byrn raised a wall of flame between his companions and the soldiers.

“Through the kitchen,” Marian told them. Luck was on their side and they did not encounter any more guardsmen in the kitchen so that they could quickly make their way out the back door, but their luck did not last as they exited the inn and found it surrounded by a mix of Kenzai and regular guardsmen.

“There must be two hundred guards out here,” Marian said; her tone was a mixture of awe and fear.

“Stay behind me,” Byrn told the others. He was already weaving a spell in his mind, one that was powerful enough to kill all of these men. He failed to protect his friends in Lion’s Landing, he would not fail again even at the expense of his life. He spread his hands out in a wave generating a blast of hot air to prepare the way for what he intended. Another wave of his hands whipped a ring of fire outward towards the soldiers as he continued his preparation.

A hail of arrows flew from the rear guard of soldiers, while the front line advanced with spears and shields raised.

“Now would be an excellent time to do something,” Sari pleaded. She readied an arrow in her bow even as the enemies’ own soared ever closer.

The third round of flames rose up from the ground at Byrn’s feet and rushed for the soldiers like a tidal wave of red and orange dancing flame. They consumed the incoming arrows and towered over the front line of soldiers.

Seeing the death he was about to reap that would also be his undoing, Marian shouted, “No!”

The wave turned into a sheet and spread over Silvering’s army, but did not crash down on them as Byrn altered the spell at the last moment. Instead the soldiers were trapped in a colossal flame shell. The Kenzai warriors absorbed the spell as best they could, but they could barely make a ripple in the cascading flame wall. A few foolish fighters tried to press their hands through the walls and writhed in pain from the burns they received.

“We need to get out of here,” Byrn shouted, “before that dome collapses. I can’t hold it up for long if Sane catches us.”

As if in answer Kenzai poured out of the inn’s backdoor followed by Kellen and Sane. The look on the sorcerer’s face was one of pain, but it was no physical pain he felt. It was the pain of being forced to watch helplessly while another controlled his body and forced him to harm his comrades. He knew the most dangerous spell to kill the others; one that was practically impossible to defend against and Sane immediately began casting it to his own horror.

“Run!” Byrn shouted.

Marian began, “What-“ but Byrn cut her off.

“Go!” he shouted, “No time to argue!” It was unclear what Sane was intending to cast, but Byrn could see the magic as it pulled and began to swirl around him and knew it would be deadly. If it came to a showdown with Sane, Byrn thought he could win, but not without being willing to kill the old sorcerer and certainly not with a legion of Kenzai out for his blood.

The three fugitives ran as the new group of Kenzai chased them. The air grew heavy around them and a certainty that they would not have enough time to outdistance Sane’s spell overcame each of them. Sari turned and readied an arrow. “Forgive me,” she whispered to the man who could not possibly hear her from that distance and loosed the arrow. It slashed through the wind heading toward Sane. The elf watched just long enough to know that her aim was true before turning away. She could not watch him die.

The arrow bounced off of one of the Kenzai warriors’ shields as he raised it to protect the magician just before it would have struck him in the head.

“You’ll not take my toy,” the Kenzai with the rod bellowed.

The air was charged with energy and a pulse of raw magical force came from overhead. Byrn erected a barrier above him that was large enough to defend Marian and Sari as well just before the lightning struck at them from the heavens. This was no simple spell thrown about by apprentices. This was a lightning strike called down from the hands of the gods meant to do the sorcerer’s bidding. To wield the elements using one’s own energy was the work of lesser magicians, but to wield the very elementals in their raw and natural fury was the act of a master. Sane’s lightning struck Byrn’s shield with the full force of nature behind it. It danced along the edges for nearly a full minute as its intensity only grew and formed into a giant ball of living energy.

Marian and Sari fell to their knees and involuntarily screamed in pain as steam rose from their bodies, triggered by the lightning’s intense heat. Only Byrn was unaffected by the lightning’s temperature and he tried to push additional power into his shield to block out more of the heat.

Byrn began to feel the pressure of maintaining constant protection against the primal onslaught until it finally culminated in an explosive force unknown to the kingdom in decades. A lesser magician, perhaps even another master, would have been torn apart by the sorcerer’s spell, but Byrn survived and managed to protect his companions as well, but that did not stop all three of them from being thrown into the ground by the concussive force of the blast leaving them stunned in its final bid to penetrate the shield.

Sane fell to his knees fore the energy required to wield such a powerful spell at his advancing age left him weary beyond belief. It was Kellen who helped Sane to his feet as the rest of the Kenzai hurried to use the advantage that Sane had given them.

The soldiers trapped in the flame dome were freed as Byrn lost his concentration. He willed himself to get up and fight back, but he had trouble getting his stunned body to obey despite the danger.

Marian aimed an arrow and let it fly. Byrn wanted to tell her to run again, but his head was too dizzy. He tried to focus his mind. The cobwebs were clearing away, but not fast enough. More arrows came at them and Sari grabbed him, jerking him out of the way. They did not move more than a few feet, but it was enough to evade most of the bolts. Byrn felt one bite him in the calf, but that was far more preferable to getting stuck like a wild boar.

He saw Marian standing in the moon’s light so that he could see the look of shock on her face and an arrow protruding from her neck. She fell back and Byrn caught her in his arms. His own pain was forgotten as he tried desperately to pull the arrow from her rapidly cooling body. It can’t end like this. He summoned healing energy and pushed it toward her. The Kenzai were advancing on him now, but Byrn did not care. He had to save her.

Byrn’s own words echoed in his head.
I need your help. My mother is here somewhere and I cannot find her on my own. I would not even know how to begin,
he had begged.

If I help you, then will you agree to come back with me willingly to Baj to answer for your crimes?
Kellen had asked him in answer.

You’re asking me to trade my life for my mother’s?

I am.

“Fine, then take my life!” Byrn cried pushing more energy at her, unwilling to accept the truth before him. No amount of healing could restore a life once it was lost. Sari held him then as they mourned the loss of the woman who was a beloved mother to one and a cherished friend to the other.

They were surrounded and Sari held Byrn just a little tighter. She placed her hand in his. To those around them it may have seemed like a simple act of kindness, but Byrn felt the familiar shape of a wooden disk being placed in his hand.

“Put that collar on him,” commanded the Kenzai who controlled Sane to Kellen. The knight refused and another among the crowd took the collar from him. The soldier was almost within arm’s reach of Byrn when he cast the transportation spell that ripped him along with Sari and Marian’s body from this realm of existence.
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Sari pulled the arrow from Byrn’s leg and tossed it into the dense foliage. “This is the Red Tree Forest- home to my people,” she told him though he had not asked.

When they transported it was late in the night, but here the sun was just beginning to rise. They had traveled far, indeed. Sari continued, she seemed eager to talk, but was not ready to face what had just happened, “It was probably forty years ago when Sane made me this rune. I was eager to leave the forest and see what the world had to offer, but being a youngling of only twenty years, I was scared as well.

“The forest was my only home, my only world up to then. He made me this rune so that if I ever got homesick or the world of man became too much for me to handle I could return here. We stood at this very spot and he vowed to protect me.” Tears welled up in her eyes and one or two began to stream down her cheeks, glistening in the morning’s gentle light.

“It wasn’t him,” Byrn told her firmly, “It was the collar. He could not control himself. You do not blame the sword for the death it causes. You blame the man who wields it.” He set about restoring his wounded leg. His hand hovered over the scarred tissue and he channeled healing bliss into it. “We will free him soon enough, but first we have to take care of my mother.”

“We should return her to the earth,” Sari suggested, “so that even in death she will spring new life.”

“You misunderstand,” Byrn told her, “I can bring her back to life!”

The elf looked shocked, “The walkers are not the same as being alive! They are all but mindless creatures- abominations!” Birds flew from the trees at Sari’s rising voice.

“It is not like that! I can summon her true spirit from the underworld and bind it to her body. She would be back, but better because she could not die again. If I had understood how to do this before I could have saved so many others.” Byrn placed his hands on his mother so that his right hand covered her heart and the left rested upon her head. He began to chant strange words meant to focus his mind and beseech Kassani, the goddess of death, as he had learned under Avelice’s tutelage.

A grey shape began to form before his eyes appearing first as an amorphous cloud, but slowly it began to coalesce into the shape of a woman. Marian’s face grew more defined as the summoning took hold of her soul. Sari cried out for Byrn to stop, but he scarcely heard her. He felt far away as the magic flowed through him.

Then there was the cold touch of steel against his throat. The blade shook visibly in the elf’s hand causing her to knick Byrn’s neck and draw a thin line of blood. “Stop it!” she commanded. She meant her tone to sound resolute, but her voice shook with even greater effect than her weapon.

“If you meant to kill me, then you should have done so,” Byrn told her. Unlike the elf, his words held strong like stone. “The moment you placed your knife to my throat, I erected a series of small, invisible barriers along my body, like a second skin of armor. It will take much more than a dagger to hurt me now.”

A wave of his hand drove the elf to the ground and her knife flew from her hand. Byrn stood motionless as he looked down at the elf quivering before him. He looked into her almond shaped eyes and he knew this was all too much for her. She was a proud warrior in her own right, but for months she had been put to the grinding stone with the conflict with the orcs, the betrayal of her fellow rangers, the loss of Sane, and now Marian’s death.

Byrn helped her to her feet and smiled reassuringly as he handed back her knife. “Don’t worry,” he said gently, “When she is back, then you will see-“

A cold feeling passed through his shoulder causing Byrn to turn abruptly. It was his mother’s spirit. Her face was the ashen grey of the dead and when he looked upon her his heart sank in his chest. Her smile was comforting, but sad at the same time and she shook her head slightly. She did not want this.

Byrn fell to his knees and released the spell. Marian’s spirit began to wisp away in a cloud of smoke before his eyes. Her lips moved silently and though she could not speak Byrn still understood the words.
I love you. Sari was right. He was tampering in uses of magic that should be left alone. Just because it is within a man’s power to bend the world to his will did not mean that he had the right to do so.

Sari pulled the magician to her and held him to her chest. “That is not life, Byrn. You have to let her go. It is her time to rest.”

The temperature rose ten degrees around them with Byrn’s flash of anger and despair forcing the elf to let him go. Her hand went to her knife again without thinking, but it would prove unnecessary as the heat began to dissipate as quickly as it came.

“I know,” he choked.

Sari held him tighter in answer.

The magician stared at his mother’s body lying on the floor of the Red Tree Forest as Sari removed the arrow lodged in her throat. She was careful not to do any more damage to the body of her once student and friend though both of them knew it hardly mattered. When they finished Byrn lifted Marian’s body.

“We need to burn her. If we bury her, then I will always be tempted to bring her back.”

Sari led them through the red trees for hours until they came to a clearing with a large flat stone near the center. For most of that time the human and elf traveled in silence each reflecting on what had happened in their own way. It was not until they reached the stone that Sari spoke.

“This is a meeting place of the wood elves. Our leaders gather here once a year to discuss news from the various regions and discuss pairings of young.” It was not uncommon for elves to have arranged marriages outside of their own clans considering their limited population and slow reproduction cycle.

Byrn set the body on the stone, “Mother, I hope that you can find peace in death. I hope that I have made you proud as a son and will continue to do so.” He looked to Sari. She was blurred due to the fresh tears in his eyes. “I don’t know what else to say, but it doesn’t feel like enough.”

She placed her hand in his and squeezed. “It is enough. She knows how you felt.” Sari regarded her friend’s body and placed her other hand on Marian’s chest. “Rest, dear friend, your trials are at an end. May you know the peace of eternity and the love of those you left behind.” She nodded to Byrn and he conjured a fire that quickly spread across the body.

Sari sung a song in elvish as Marian’s body was consumed by the flames. Byrn did not know what the words meant, but they were sorrowful and somehow made him feel at peace while he listened intently.

Elves showed up as the fire died down, drawn in by Sari’s song and the signal of rising smoke. They were dark haired with fair complexions like Sari, but their garb was simpler attire than the clothing that Sari usually wore. They were dressed in light leathers that looked to be designed for function, not fashion. Their bows and knives looked sturdy, but lacked any ornate beauty, instead appearing to be for utilitarian purposes as well. They were decidedly different from Sari or the elves that Byrn knew from the fanciful stories he heard as a child. The elves conversed with Sari in their own tongue and it became clear that they knew her.

Sari told Byrn, “We must go with them now. We go to meet the king of the red trees, Shatala. Most humans who enter this forest are killed outright. Those that are not are taken before the king to await his judgment.”

“Do you know this king? What do you think he will want to do with me?” Byrn asked as they joined the elves.

“I’m not sure. The last magician that he allowed to leave the forest took the king’s daughter with him. From what the others have told me, he did not take too kindly to that and has been in a foul mood for nearly four decades. However, he might look on you more kindly considering that you brought her back.”

Byrn laughed and more than a few of the elves’ hands went to their weapons at the sudden sound. “You are a princess. Why does that fail to surprise me? Sadly, that is not the most outlandish thing I have heard in the last day.”

The elf shrugged. “No, my father is king, but that only means that he has authority over our clan and represents us in elven matters. To us the term ‘king’ means leader or clan-father rather than ruler. There is also no blood lineage determining who will lead us and no nobility to speak of. One day my father will step down as king when he becomes too old to hunt and a new leader will be determined by consensus.”

“No offense was intended, my lady,” Byrn apologized.

“None was taken. I only meant to enlighten you on the woodland elven society. It is far different from the life you knew. The woodland elves live a much simpler life than humans or even our own city brethren, but it is also a much more regimented way of living than you may be used to. The red trees can be a dangerous place and the elves that live here have become severe as a result.”

They walked in the company of the woodland elves for hours more, stopping to rest occasionally. The trees were far bigger than the ones in Aurelia. It was clear why their wood was considered to be such a prize and was used for the construction of Ashura’s temples. Byrn was fumbling with the rune Sari had given him- the one that brought them to the Red Tree Forest. When he wondered, “Where will the next rune take us?”

“What rune?” she sounded surprised and that worried the magician.

“The one that will take us back to the kingdom,” Byrn answered, “Sane surely gave you another that would lead back Aurelia.”

“No, that was all I had. Sane would have his own runes to get back to the kingdom. Don’t you have any runes?” she asked.

“I gave them to Kellen back in Everec,” he admitted glumly. The realization set in that he would not be back in Aurelia any time soon. For a fleeting moment, he considered traveling to Tempest where it was rumored that not only was magic accepted but also magicians were the ruling class, but he rejected that idea. After everything he had gone through in Aurelia and the good people he had lost or left behind, if he were to just walk away now he would never be able to live with himself.
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Snow fell on the abandoned city of Everec as Alia and Tomlin arrived under the cover of darkness. The rumors in Silvering were that a renegade magician had joined forces with the Kenzai. It couldn’t be Byrn, Alia told herself. He would never betray the Collective like that. “He would never betray me,” she whispered to herself.

Tomlin pretended not to notice her mumbling.

It was a long shot that they would find Byrn here, but Alia had to find him and she was running out of places to look. It had been more than two months since he disappeared with Kellen. At first, she feared that he was dead, but after several failed spirit summoning attempts by her father it was clear that Byrn still lived, but if that was true why didn’t he return to her? He couldn’t be in Baj- it was destroyed. They wouldn’t have risked moving him to a domain after the Collective’s victory in Ilipse.

“This place looks like a ghost town,” noted Tomlin. “No lights. No smoke from fires even though it is winter and we are in the mountains.”

“We should check the manor at the far end of the city,” Alia said without emotion, “Byrn once said he had his own tower there.”

They trudged through the snow in silence. Alia was painfully aware that she was now grasping at straws, but she was desperate to find her missing love. She conjured a flame at the end of her staff as the torched husks of crumbling buildings sought to block out what little moonlight they had to see by.

The tower was one of the few structures still intact in the city. It stood above Everec looming ominously over the burnt out husks that made up most of the city. Alia was not sure what to expect once they got there. Would Byrn be there? Perhaps, if he was really dead- a sudden chill passed through the enchantress that was not born of the cold.

The door swung open with a screech of disuse as the magicians entered the tower. Like everything else in the city, it was dark and foreboding. Alia led the way with her staff-torch in hand followed closely by Tomlin who held his grimoire tightly. Sometimes Alia had to remind herself that her apprentice was still a boy. He was a fifteen-year-old magician who had little talent for any magic other than enchanting. However, what he lacked in natural talent he made up for in sheer bravery and an uncanny ability to get out of almost any sticky situation. In that way he was her greatest soldier within the Collective and she had come to rely on him, perhaps too much.

The first floor was empty.

The second was too.

The third floor showed signs of fighting. There was an overturned table and dried blood on the floor, but there were no bodies to be found. Tomlin bent down and touched some of the dried blood with his fingertips. “Do you think this was Byrn’s?” he asked.

“There is nothing more for us to find here,” was Alia’s only response, “Let us search the manor.” She turned and hurried away almost leaving Tomlin in the dark. She fought back the tears that threatened to come and betray the façade of confidence that she tried to convince herself was real. She would not embarrass herself by showing weakness in front of her apprentice.

It was a short walk to the manor, but the wind was picking up making the night air feel even colder. The manor had large double doors that required several strong men to open it, but there was a smaller door within the right one that could be opened by an individual. Alia tested the door and found it opened easily.

“I take it we are going into the dark, scary castle?” Tomlin asked trying to sound at ease.

“It looks that way,” Alia agreed as she stepped inside.

A single brazier lit the main hall at one end as the sole source of light. It illuminated a doorway atop a dais. It was a clear enough invitation and the magicians approached with care.

The door creaked slightly at Alia’s push revealing a counsel chamber. A small fire burned in a much too large fireplace. It provided little warmth in the large room, but the man slouching on the throne at the head of the chamber did not seem to mind. His head rested on one hand as he studied the magicians with mild interest.

Then he stood up and descended the steps. His gait was casual, but not so much that his strength was unapparent. He hefted a great sword that had been resting on the end of the long, table and stepped into the light of the fire revealing an orcish face. He kept his hair in a warrior’s knot and wore a short beard that made his protruding lower jaw appear to stick out more than it really did.

“I am Commander Zakux of the Doombreakers and this is my home now,” the orc told them with the conviction of one who had lost everything that mattered to him and would not lose this one last thing in his possession and the sadness behind his pitch black eyes only served to confirm the suspicion, “Make peace with whatever gods you worship, children, fore you are about to die.” His voice was devoid of emotion that made the words sound like an idol declaration and that was somehow scarier for its lack of bravado. Zakux swung his sword at Tomlin who barely managed to leap backwards and avoid the slash. A reverse swing upward threatened to take off the young enchanter’s head as Zakux closed the distance with him.

Tomlin pulled out his dagger, but could find no opening in the orc’s attacks. Zakux wielded the overly large sword with more skill and precision than most others possessed with a short sword.

“Anytime you want to help-” Tomlin suggested to Alia as he ducked under a horizontal swing before rolling to his right narrowly avoiding the blade that crashed into the stone where he was crouched an instant before.

“Sleep,” Alia commanded with a wave of her staff.

Zakux relented and appeared disoriented, but forced his eyes to stay open. “Magikans,” he spat the word. He swept his sword downward in Alia’s general direction, but she did not retreat, knowing that she was too far away to be hit by the weapon. Instead Zakux buried his blade in the stone and caused it to erupt casting large chunks of stone at the woman. He wielded an enchanted sword.

Alia hastily erected a barrier, but was still forced to her knees by the repeated impacts.

Tomlin tried to sneak up on the orc, but was rewarded for his troubles with the back of Zakux’s fist landing squarely across his face knocking him off his feet as well.

Zakux looked back and forth between the two downed magicians unsure of which one to kill first.

“Please,” Tomlin begged, “if you are going to kill us, then I beseech you- kill her first.” A wobbly finger pointed at his master.

The orc spun to look at Alia and they both wore looks of surprise. Zakux returned his glare to Tomlin, “Are you completely without honor, human, that you would allow one of your females to be sacrificed before yourself?”

“Well, technically she isn’t one of
my
females, so I guess I would.”

An infuriated Zakux raised his weapon above his head about to cleave the boy in too when Alia struck his hands with her staff causing him to drop his blade reflexively.

Tomlin held his grimoire and pointed a finger at the orc. “Sleep!” his voice rang out and bounced off of the walls as a flash of light emitted from the enchanter’s finger. This time Zakux’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the ground. Within moments he was making a noise that was reminiscent of a lumber mill cutting into s heavy oak.

“’Kill her first?’” Alia asked helping her student up.

“What? I thought it was brilliant,” Tomlin tried to sound chagrined, but failed, “He was completely ignoring you until he realized you were a magician and orcs are notoriously chauvinistic. By offering you as a sacrificial lamb, I knew he would be so incensed that he would focus all of his attention on me. You should really be thanking me.”

There was a strange logic to what Tomlin said that spoke to his ability to read people, but Alia wasn’t about to concede so easily, “And what if he had taken you up on his offer?”

“Then I would have buried my dagger in his back. Besides it never would have been a problem if your own sleep spell would have worked.”

“Yes, well being with child tends to take a lot of energy out of woman. Sometimes I am surprised I can cast anything at all,” Alia rubbed the small bump in her belly that would soon become much more prominent. She nudged Tomlin over to the sleeping orc. “Now find some rope and get him tied up. We need to find out if this Zakux knows anything that might help us find my baby’s father.”
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A shadow grew over the land of Wolfsbane. Healthy grasslands browned and flowers, once blooming, wilted as the shadow passed over them. A lone shepherd tending his flock aged decades in a matter of seconds before falling over in his field leaving a dead, shriveled husk where moments before stood a virile man. His flock, too, died from the shadow's plague, as did a wolf stalking the herd.

Still the shadow grew.

It extended over the kingdom of Aurelia. The Blackwood Forest died as the trees decayed and fell one after another. Mollifas fared no better as the largest city in the kingdom fell to the plague of darkness in a matter of seconds. Prince Janus- no, he wore the crown of king upon his head, clawed at invisible hands around his throat as his eyes rolled back in his head and his body shuddered a death spasm.

Still the shadow grew.

Lion's Landing crumbled underneath the shadow’s approach. Women and children died in the streets of the once prosperous city. Sailors frantically ran to their ships trying to cast off before the shadow reached them to no avail. The ocean quaked and the boats capsized trapping the sailors underneath.

Still the shadow grew.

The North Lands fell next. Kellen wore his armor- now dull from disuse, tarnished like his soul- and stood against the shadow. His natural speed and strength did nothing to help him push back the shadow as others fell around him and in the end his blue flames were extinguished by the dark and it took him as well.

Still the shadow grew.

The lands of man were emptied of all life and the orcs fell next as the shadow consumed the Dread Marsh and the lands beyond. Their mightiest warriors were as nothing when faced with the formless death that Korok had predicted long ago. Then the goblins fell. For all of their ingenuity, they could not hide from the shadow.

The shadow enshrouded every corner of Aurelia leaving the kingdom devoid of all life so that only the sorcerer, Sane, stood alone; the lone protector of a dead land. Then the shadow came for him too.

 


***

 


Sane woke with a start as beads of sweat dripped from his forehead and nose. His body shook as he tried to wrestle himself free of the vision. In the land of Wolfsbane a threat of unimaginable power was growing. He briefly wondered what the magician rebels known as the Collective were planning in Wolfsbane that would trigger such a nightmarish vision. Could it have been Byrn as Korok predicted? But he disappeared with Sari nearly a year earlier and had not been seen since that day.

“Did you have another of your dreams, One-Eye?” asked the sorcerer’s keeper who watched over him as he slept.

Sane was forced to answer by the collar around his neck and gave a full accounting of what he had seen.

“Excellent,” replied his keeper, “I will inform His Highness and Prince Janus to begin investigations into Wolfsbane immediately. Perhaps now we can finally put an end to those fiends that have been dogging us. It may well be time for Aurelia to finally march to war and bring the magicians to their knees.”
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I hope you enjoyed the second book in the Magician Rebellion Series and if so, please do me a favor and write a short review on your favorite book website (or three). It only takes a few minutes, but can have a huge impact. Also, if you’d like to contact me directly to tell me what you thought of Fallen Magician, good and bad, I can be reached at
CornettCurtis@gmail.com.
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